Understanding Doctoral Success Factors in Online Education Programs by Johnson, Carissa
Walden University
ScholarWorks
Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies Walden Dissertations and Doctoral StudiesCollection
2015
Understanding Doctoral Success Factors in Online
Education Programs
Carissa Johnson
Walden University
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations
Part of the Higher Education Administration Commons, and the Higher Education and Teaching
Commons
This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies Collection at ScholarWorks. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks. For more information, please
contact ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu.
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Walden University 
 
 
 
COLLEGE OF EDUCATION 
 
 
 
 
This is to certify that the doctoral study by 
 
 
Carissa Johnson 
 
 
has been found to be complete and satisfactory in all respects,  
and that any and all revisions required by  
the review committee have been made. 
 
 
Review Committee 
Dr. Richard Hammett, Committee Chairperson, Education Faculty 
Dr. Douglas McBroom, Committee Member, Education Faculty 
Dr. Anja Zwingenberger, University Reviewer, Education Faculty 
 
 
 
 
Chief Academic Officer 
 
Eric Riedel, Ph.D. 
 
 
 
Walden University 
2015 
 
  
Abstract 
Understanding Doctoral Success Factors in Online Education Programs   
by 
Carissa Ami Johnson 
 
MA, University of Phoenix, 2006 
BS, Loyola University Chicago, 2004 
 
 
Doctoral Study Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Doctor of Education 
 
 
Walden University 
August 2015 
  
  
Abstract 
The doctoral student completion rate in the United States is approximately 57% across all 
disciplines. The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to investigate doctoral 
students’ perceptions of program completion across multiple online doctoral programs at 
a single university. The quantitative component examined differences in 4 doctoral 
program completion-related factors between students in 2 capstone completion stages and 
6 academic programs. The qualitative component included an analysis of student 
perceptions of program completion. Attribution theory was used as a framework to 
understand the ways that personal attributions influence the success of the participants. 
The Doctoral Completion and Persistence Scale (DCPS) used in this study measured 
success scales of individual ability to persist, inter-program relationships, program 
culture, and dissertation preparation.  Four 2-way analysis of variances were used to test 
for mean differences in these scale scores between preprospectus (n = 10) and 
postprospectus (n = 18) students enrolled in the doctoral programs.  Individual ability to 
persist scores were significantly higher for preprospectus students and there were no 
significant differences found between programs. The DCPS’ qualitative open-ended 
prompts were also analyzed for themes in reflections. Open coding and thematic analysis 
revealed that faculty relationships were an important emergent theme for maintaining 
persistence for all students. A professional development project was developed to provide 
strategies to assist doctoral stakeholders in their efforts to increase student persistence. 
Positive social change results when students persist and complete their doctoral programs 
with the collective support of stakeholders. 
  
 
 
Understanding Doctoral Success Factors in Online Education Programs 
by 
Carissa Ami Johnson 
 
MA, University of Phoenix, 2006 
BS, Loyola University Chicago, 2004 
 
 
Doctoral Study Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Doctor of Education 
 
 
Walden University 
August 2015 
  
Dedication 
My study is dedicated to my family for allowing me the time, patience, and 
understanding to work diligently toward this challenging educational goal.  Special 
thanks to my wife, Brynn, for supporting and encouraging me through this challenging, 
but enriching experience.  
  
Acknowledgments 
I would like to thank my family and faculty chair, Dr. Rick Hammett.  You have 
been instrumental in helping me reach this pivotal milestone in my academic career. 
 
 i 
 
Table of Contents 
List of Tables ...................................................................................................................... v	  
Section 1: The Problem ....................................................................................................... 1	  
Introduction ................................................................................................................... 1	  
Definition of the Problem ............................................................................................. 2	  
Rationale ....................................................................................................................... 7	  
Definitions ................................................................................................................... 12	  
Significance ................................................................................................................. 13	  
Guiding Research Question ........................................................................................ 15	  
Review of the Literature ............................................................................................. 15	  
Introduction to the Literature Review ................................................................... 15	  
Student Integration Theory ................................................................................... 17	  
Attribution Theory ................................................................................................ 18	  
Completion Rates .................................................................................................. 21	  
Persistence and Completion .................................................................................. 25	  
Student Relationships ............................................................................................ 26	  
Academic Integration ............................................................................................ 27	  
Socialization .......................................................................................................... 30	  
Underrepresented Populations .............................................................................. 31	  
Persistence in Online Graduate Programs ............................................................. 33	  
Assessing Doctoral Student Persistence ............................................................... 34	  
Implications ................................................................................................................. 36	  
 ii 
 
Summary ..................................................................................................................... 36	  
Section 2: The Methodology ............................................................................................. 39	  
Introduction ................................................................................................................. 39	  
Research Design and Approach .................................................................................. 39	  
Setting and Population .......................................................................................... 41	  
Eligibility criteria for study participants ............................................................... 44	  
Instrumentation and Materials .................................................................................... 45	  
Doctoral Completion and Persistence Scale ......................................................... 47	  
Type of Instrument ................................................................................................ 47	  
Reliability and Validity of the Instrument ............................................................ 50	  
Data Collection and Analysis ...................................................................................... 52	  
Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 56	  
Assumptions, Limitations, Scope, and Delimitations ................................................. 58	  
Assumptions .......................................................................................................... 58	  
Limitations ............................................................................................................ 59	  
Delimitations ......................................................................................................... 60	  
Findings ....................................................................................................................... 61	  
Demographic Profiles ........................................................................................... 61	  
Quantitative Evaluation of the Doctoral Success Factors ..................................... 64	  
Qualitative Findings and Emerged Themes .......................................................... 74	  
Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 87	  
Section 3: The Project ....................................................................................................... 89	  
 iii 
 
Introduction ................................................................................................................. 89	  
Project Goals ............................................................................................................... 91	  
Rationale ..................................................................................................................... 92	  
Review of the Literature ............................................................................................. 93	  
Change Management ............................................................................................ 93	  
Active Learning .................................................................................................... 95	  
Student-Faculty Relationship ................................................................................ 97	  
Online Faculty Development ................................................................................ 98	  
Implementation ......................................................................................................... 103	  
Project Description .............................................................................................. 103	  
Potential Resources and Existing Supports ......................................................... 105	  
Potential Barriers ................................................................................................ 106	  
Proposal for Implementation and Timetable ....................................................... 107	  
Roles and Responsibilities of Researcher and Others ......................................... 107	  
Project Evaluation ..................................................................................................... 108	  
Implications Including Social Change ...................................................................... 110	  
Local Community ............................................................................................... 111	  
Far-Reaching ....................................................................................................... 111	  
Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 112	  
Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions .......................................................................... 113	  
Introduction ............................................................................................................... 113	  
Project Strengths ....................................................................................................... 113	  
 iv 
 
Recommendations for Limitations and Alternative Approaches .............................. 114	  
Scholarship and Project Development ...................................................................... 115	  
Leadership and Change ............................................................................................. 116	  
Reflection of Importance of Work ............................................................................ 117	  
The Project’s Potential Impact on Social Change ..................................................... 119	  
Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research .............................. 120	  
Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 120	  
References ....................................................................................................................... 122	  
Appendix A: The Project Professional Development Training Program ....................... 150	  
Appendix B: Permission Letter From Dr. James Varney ............................................... 202	  
Appendix C: Permission Letter From Dr. Michelle Brown (Stallone) ........................... 204	  
Appendix D: Description of Variables ........................................................................... 206	  
Appendix E: DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Individual Persistence by Program ........ 210	  
Appendix F: DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Relationships by Program ...................... 211	  
Appendix G: DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Program Culture by Program ................. 212	  
Appendix H: DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Dissertation Preparation by Program ..... 213	  
Appendix I: Success Factor Themes Overall .................................................................. 214	  
Appendix J: Relationship Themes by Program and Seniority Level .............................. 217	  
Appendix K: Program Culture Themes by Program and Seniority Level ...................... 221	  
Appendix L: Individual Persistence Themes by Program and Seniority Level .............. 228	  
Appendix M: Dissertation Preparation Themes by Program and Seniority Level ......... 231	  
 v 
 
List of Tables 
Table 1. Institution Doctoral Completion Rates ................................................................. 6	  
Table 2. Sample Demographic Characteristics ................................................................. 63	  
Table 3. Participants by Doctoral Program (N=31) .......................................................... 64	  
Table 4. DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Individual Persistence by Seniority Level ....... 66	  
Table 5. Individual Persistence 2-Way ANOVA Test Results ......................................... 67	  
Table 6. DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Relationships by Seniority Level .................... 68	  
Table 7. Relationships 2-Way ANOVA Test Results ....................................................... 69	  
Table 8. DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Program Culture by Seniority Level ............... 71	  
Table 9. Program Culture 2-Way ANOVA Test Results .................................................. 72	  
Table 10. DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Dissertation Preparation by Seniority Level . 73	  
Table 11. Dissertation Preparation 2-Way ANOVA Test Results .................................... 74	  
Table 12. Qualitative Research Themes ........................................................................... 77	  
Table 13. Significant Research Findings and Project Foci ............................................. 105	  
1 
 
  
 
Section 1: The Problem 
Introduction 
The PhD Completion Project, a study that examined private and public 
institutions across the United States, found that the overall completion rate for doctoral 
students was only 56.6% ten years after they began their doctoral programs (Sowell, 
Zhang, Redd, & King, 2008).  The purpose of this comparative mixed-methods study was 
to identify student persistence factors related to high and low completion rates in online 
programs in order to recommend assistance and support structures to improve completion 
rates across those programs.  Student persistence measures a student’s advancement from 
the first year of registration in an academic program of study in a postsecondary 
institution until the completion of that same academic program of study, without a 
continued break in enrollment (Barnett, 2011; Stieha, 2010).  This study investigated and 
identified student persistence factors in order to develop research-derived assistance and 
support strategies to improve completion rates within online doctoral degree programs 
across the university studied.   
This study analyzed demographic data retrieved directly from the website of a 
single collegiate institution’s website. This website is the only location where this 
information is available because the institution, hereafter referred to as Flagship 
University (pseudonym), is a private, online university and is not required to provide any 
public data to other databases outside of minimal graduate degree and demographic 
information.  To retain Flagship University’s anonymity, demographic data presented in 
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this study sometimes lacks citations that would compromise this anonymity.  Flagship 
University is described in detail in this section to provide the reader with additional 
information to allow for more clarity when discussing the definition of the problem while 
also aligning with the anonymity needed to not compromise the institution research site.  
This section also identifies the local problem that prompted this study, shows the 
rationale for choosing the problem, and presents evidence that the problem exists at the 
local level by reviewing literature related to the significance of the problem.   
Definition of the Problem 
Higher education institutions are in the business of providing quality education 
wherein graduates are able to advance their learning and knowledge.  To better address 
this focus, it is important to pursue research that improves doctoral student persistence 
and completion rates.  Doctoral students throughout the United States are not finishing 
their programs at high rates (Sowell, Zhang, Redd, & King, 2008).  Students face many 
challenges that lead to difficulty persisting in their programs from year to year and 
completing them.  Some of these real-life challenges include rising tuition, economic 
downturn causing higher unemployment rates, textbook costs, and living expenses 
(Wilkinson, 2005).  Specifically in the US, attrition rates for doctoral students have 
measured between 40% and 60% throughout all program areas (Bair & Haworth, 2005; 
Council of Graduate Schools, 2008; Di Pierro, 2007; Litalien & Guay, 2015; Neale-
McFall & Ward, 2015; Walker et al., 2008).  Researchers have placed considerable focus 
on PhD student persistence and retention in recent years due to a large number of 
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doctoral students withdrawing before completion (Attiyeh, 1999; Berman & Ames, 
2015).  In addition, institutional retention efforts have focused on encouraging effective 
fundamentals of persistence in both the success of the students and effectiveness of the 
doctoral programs (Attiyeh, 1999; Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Litalien & Guay, 2015; 
Offerman, 2011; Walker et al., 2008).   
An opportunity exists to extend preceding exploration on factors that lead to 
doctoral student persistence in order to inform higher education regarding possibilities for 
improving doctoral student success and program performance.  Patterson and McFadden 
(2009) recommended that in order to define the effectiveness and quality of a program, it 
is necessary to measure program completion rates.  Although there are many reasons for 
obtaining a doctoral degree, it is important that institutions focus on what they can do to 
help their students succeed and finish their doctoral programs.  Additionally, there is 
pressure from governments to fund colleges based on completion rates (Obama, 2013). 
The accuracy with which universities predict and develop student persistence is in critical 
need, especially, for distance education students (Parker, 2003).   
According to Barnett (2011), student persistence in higher education is influenced 
by many factors, including a student’s capability to operate in an educational and 
cocurricular postsecondary environment, capacity to afford tuition and fees, aptitude to 
learn, acquirement of information and knowledge, completing courses through using 
skills to create and articulate ideas, and ability to succeed academically.  Aligning with 
this concept, the PhD Completion Project found that nationally, both public and private 
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institutions had low completion rates (56.6%) ten years after students began (Sowell, 
Zhang, Redd, & King, 2008).  This global phenomenon (Cuthbert & Molla, 2015) of a 
range in completion rates is mirrored at Flagship University as well.  While some 
programs ranged slightly higher, Flagship University reported a similar completion rate 
for the majority of its doctoral students.  
This study was designed to address a problem of low doctoral student completion 
rates at Flagship University.  Doctoral completion rates for Flagship University ranged 
from 35.7–100% between July 1, 2011 and June 30, 2012, with only three of its 11 
programs having rates above the national average.  Completion rates at Flagship 
University are calculated by using the amount of students who completed the program 
within the anticipated amount of time to complete the program set forth by the institution; 
however, these percentages do not necessarily describe accurate overall persistence and 
attrition rates because they do not take into account students who continue and complete 
the program after the specified time frame.  Based on this method of calculation, Flagship 
University’s actual completion rates will vary from what is published.  According to 
Wang (2009), students do not have a primary expectation of stopping before completing a 
degree or certificate for any reason when they attend any university. Therefore, it is 
important that further investigation is conducted to identify potential persistence factors 
that might be addressed programmatically to increase the completion rate of doctoral 
academic programs, and identify more specifically why students may stop before 
completion of their program.  
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 At the time of this study, Flagship University’s overall student population was 
made up of more than 41,500 students from all 50 states in the United States and 140 
countries. Almost 85% of these students worked full-time or were self-employed.  In 
2012, the graduate student population of doctoral and master’s degree students, was 
reported as being 77% female, approximately 48% white, and had the highest average of 
students ranging in the 30-39 age group at the Flagship University (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2013).  The university offers a variety of doctoral programs, including PhD 
programs in Counselor Education and Supervision, Education, Health Services, Human 
Services, Management, Psychology, Public Health, and Public Policy and 
Administration.  The school also offers Doctor of Business Administration (DBA), 
Doctor of Education (EdD), and Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) degrees.  Completion 
rates remain less than the national average of 50% for the majority of the doctoral 
programs offered by Flagship University, where six out of the 11 programs fall between 
35.7%-49.3% completion rates (see Table 1).  Two of the doctoral programs, PhD in 
Counselor Education and Supervision, and the Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) 
degrees, did not have sufficient data available at the time of the study to determine 
completion rates; thus, they do not have any reported completion rates.  Two other 
programs, the PhD in Public Health and the PhD in Psychology, report a range of 
completion rates; however, there is no additional information referencing why these 
programs are reported in this way.  The variation in program completion rates provides a  
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chance to study the influence of student persistence as a possible contributing factor to 
doctoral student completion across programs.  
Table 1 
Institution Doctoral Completion Rates 
 
Program Completion % 
PhD in Health Services 35.7 
PhD in Education 37.0 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 45.8 
PhD in Public Health 48.1–59.6 
PhD in Management  49.3 
PhD in Psychology 49.3–72.9 
PhD in Public Policy 81.8 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) 97.1 
PhD in Human Services 100 
PhD in Counselor Education and Supervision Not Reported 
Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) Not Reported 
Note. The program completion rate is the percentage of students who concluded between 
July 1, 2011, and June 30, 2012, and who finished their program within the expected time 
for that program. 
 
The graduate student population at Flagship University was 77.5% female and 
22.5% male in the Spring 2012 semester.  Forty-eight percent of the graduate student 
population’s ethnicity was White, 40.7% Black, 3.4% Hispanic, 3.3% Asian/Pacific 
Islander, 0.7% American Indian or Alaskan, and 1.7% Multiracial.  The age ranges of the 
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graduate student population in Spring 2012 were: 15.8% between the 24-29 years of age, 
32.5% (age 32-39), 29.5% (age 40-49), and 4.5% classified as Other (23 and under, and 
60+).  The total number of students who provided gender, ethnicity, and age information 
to Flagship University during the spring 2012 semester was 39,497, 34,020, and 40,567, 
respectively.  
The overall cost of a doctoral degree at Flagship University varies by program.  
To determine the overall cost of a doctoral program, tuition, specialization, structure, and 
time to completion must all be considered.  For many students, time to completion is a 
large determining factor in the overall cost of their program, regardless of the tuition 
structure.  During the 2011-2012 academic year, the average costs for attending a 
doctoral program at Flagship University varied from approximately $36,000 to $107,000, 
depending on the program and time to completion.  The tuition structure at Flagship 
University also varies, as some programs bill tuition as a flat fee per term while others 
bill per credit hour.  Books, residencies, and other additional expenses also increase the 
overall cost of programs. 
Rationale 
Timely completion of a doctoral program is an important outcome for the student, 
the host university, and the local economy where the student resides; however, 
completion of these programs within the required timeframe is dependent on many 
interacting factors (Pitchforth et al., 2012).  Flagship University provides distance 
education and has a student population of mostly nontraditional students.  A 
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nontraditional student can be characterized to include financial independence, delayed 
enrollment, responsibility for dependents other than spouse, over the age of 25, married, 
single parent, or employed on a full-time basis (National Center for Educational Statistics 
[NCES], 2008; Metzner & Bean, 1987).  As Wendler et al. (2010) explained:  
The number of ‘nontraditional’ students is growing.  They are older, engage in 
work, family, and school activities at the same time, and may view graduate 
education not as a means of preparing for a first career but rather as a means of 
altering or refining their employability. (p.2) 
Nontraditional students bring unique challenges for institutions of higher learning (Allen 
& Seaman, 2008, 2010; Howell et al., 2003; Offerman, 2011). The number of challenges 
brought by the combination of a student population of nontraditional students, distance 
learning programs, the high rate of noncompletion in doctoral programs, and a scarcity of 
institutional research on the topic suggests a need for new research to explore, inform, 
and address the problem of low doctoral student completion rates at Flagship University 
and beyond.   
The population of students at this institution is comprised of adult students who 
are working in their field of study.  Based on this demographic characteristic, many 
students have chosen to attend the institution for the flexibility that distance learning 
programs provide in comparison with traditional campus-based programs.  Many students 
who hold an undergraduate degree are capable of completing a graduate program; 
however, many of those that do enroll in a graduate degree end up leaving without a 
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degree (Wendler et al., 2010).  Education students tend to be more mature, working 
adults while achieving doctoral studies, as compared to their counterparts in the other 
disciplines (Graves & Biedsoe, 2015; Harker & Lin, 2015; Rapoport, 1998).  Therefore, 
the convenience of online courses is a particularly important criterion for selecting 
programs of study for students who are working, adult learners.  
Doctoral students at this and other institutions typically attend programs with a 
variety of additional life stressors, stressors not frequently experienced by undergraduate 
students, and these additional stressors play an essential part in doctoral persistence and 
degree completion.  Some of these stressors are inadequate financial aid, struggles with 
work-life balance, incompatibility with their field of study or program, inadequate 
preparation for research, and instability in the job market (Austin et al., 2009; Jairam & 
Kahl, 2012; Martinez et al., 2013). Attrition rates are generally high  in doctoral programs 
regardless of the discipline (Muurlink & Poyatos, 2011).  Attiyeh (1999) also found that a 
central issue with doctoral persistence concerns the extent to which persistence was 
influenced by the existence and levels of financial support.  According to Attiyeh, 
students with better financial support have higher rates of success towards completion of 
their degree (1999).   
 Although there have been multiple studies utilizing doctoral students who left 
their programs of study in other universities, there are minimal studies of doctoral 
programs in online universities in general (Chipere, 2015).  Most extant studies on 
doctoral persistence and completion studies have focused on cohort programs at 
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universities that are primarily campus-based.  There is an absence of literature relating to 
large online higher education institutions and doctoral student persistence and 
completion.  Some studies have revealed online instruction is comparable to what would 
be found in the traditional classroom environment in terms of effectiveness (Bergstrand 
& Savage, 2013; Means et al., 2013; Moore, 2013; Russell, 2001; Sanchez, 2013). 
However, other studies have found that retention rates for courses and programs online 
are often much lower than for those taken at a local campus (Bos & Shami, 2006; Diaz & 
Cartnal, 2006; Rovai, 2003; Willging & Johnson, 2004).  Nontraditional, adult learners 
have inferior retention than learners in more traditional programs when attending 
campus-based classes, a phenomenon that has implications for distance education 
programs since graduate-level adult students primarily enroll in them (Litalien & Guay, 
2015; Nealw-McFall & Ward, 2015;  Rovai, 2003).   
Unsuccessful students do not necessarily have to be defined by high dropout rates, 
if the definition of success is calculated by students’ grades rather than the decision not to 
persist through the program (Diaz, 2002).  Although students leave an institution without 
having earned an academic degree, they still leave the program with an improved level of 
knowledge and skills.  In light of family and work obligations, the best option to drop out 
of their academic program instead of persisting through and having those obligations 
interrupt their academic performance (Patterson & McFadden, 2009).  Students with 
certain characteristics such as greater financial support, higher GRE scores in the verbal 
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or quantitative categories, and also a master’s degree have a better chance of persisting at 
selective institutions (Attiyeh, 1999). 
Overall, the literature discusses a variety of hypotheses for high attrition rates that 
predominately lead to low completion rates in doctoral programs.  One theme that stands 
out is a lack of faculty connectedness that keeps students involved towards the end of 
doctoral programs (Austin et al., 2009; Creighton, Creighton, & Parks, 2010; Erwee, 
Malan, & van Rensburg 2013; Mansson & Meyers, 2012; Minor et al., 2013; Pitchforth et 
al., 2012; Terrell et al., 2009; Tinto, 1988).  With some doctoral completion rates at 
Flagship University falling well below the national average, it is important to identify 
potential causes for the lack of completion in order to encourage continued high 
standards of scholarship with completion.  Such inquiry can also lead to 
recommendations of possible institutional policies and procedures that may assist in 
achieving higher completion rates in the doctoral student population in Flagship 
University.  A variety of factors influencing doctoral student persistence may account for 
the range in completion rates.  With research, such factors may be identified in order to 
suggest more efficient and effective ways for promoting student persistence and 
completion within Flagship University. 
Finally, research is needed based on the scarcity of local research at Flagship 
University.  Only one study on this topic has been completed focusing on Flagship 
University.  While dated, I found that doctoral students experienced significant stress and 
identified the greatest stressor amongst students was the time required to complete their 
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doctoral degree (Stallone, 2003).  The narrow focus of this study combined with the long 
intervening period since the study and scant research for the institution further suggests 
the need for a follow-up and more current study of doctoral program completion rates in 
Flagship University.   
Definitions 
Active learning: An instruction model where students are centrally responsible for 
their learning (Meyers & Jones, 1993).  
Attrition: The decrease in volume of learners stemming from reductions in student 
retention (NCES, 2008).  
Completion rate: The percentage of students who completed their program within 
the standard amount of time as set forth from the university.  The percentage of students 
who graduated between July 1, 2011 and June 30, 2012, and completed their program in 
the normal completion time. 
Mentor: A trusted guide with more experience or expertise that provides guidance 
and advice to those with lesser experience (Murray, 2002).  
Non-traditional student: A student having a variety of characteristics that may 
include: over the age of 24, married, full-time employment, financially independent, 
responsible for dependents other than spouse (NCES, 2008). 
Persistence: The continued effort of learners staying registered in a program of 
study and working towards degree completion.  Persistence can be defined as 
advancement from the first year of registration until the conclusion of an academic 
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program in a postsecondary institution without a continued break in enrollment (Barnett, 
2011; Stieha, 2010).   
Retention: The quantity of the population of students who stay registered at the 
same educational establishment from year to year (Tinto, 1975).  
Stress: In the context of this study, this term refers to anything that presents a 
challenge to a student’s well-being and potentially poses a threat to the balance of that 
student’s academic career (Mechanic, 1978). 
Significance 
Studying the persistence of doctoral students attending online universities is 
important.  Published information about completion rates allows potential students to 
make knowledgeable assessments regarding where to practice their education.  Per the 
U.S. Department of Education (2011), Flagship University is required to make this 
detailed information public for the consumer.  Thus, the importance of identifying factors 
that may positively impact completion rates may be important to the viability of the 
programs studied, as well as the overall institution.  Higher Education institutions will 
now be obligated to reveal certain things such as: overall cost of their program, 
repayment rates on student loans, debt-to-earnings ratio for graduates, and other 
information that is critical for consumers to allow for more knowledgeable choices 
regarding gainful employment on their top programs (U.S. Department of Education, 
2011).  The proposed research will contribute to an understanding of the local problem by 
identifying potential persistence issues that may contribute to inconsistent program 
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completion rates by the doctoral student population at Flagship University.  Some 
program data are available for all of Flagship University’s online programs and consists 
of potential occupation outcomes, program completion rates and overall costs, and the 
average graduate debt from loans for the chosen program.  As a result of the study, I hope 
to develop and recommend effective guidelines, policies, and strategies for helping 
doctoral students increase persistence, complete their programs of study on time, and 
obtain their degrees at higher rates of success.  Furthermore, Flagship University provides 
clarifying information, stating:  
The program completion time may vary depending on transfer of credit and the 
pace at which a student chooses to complete the program.  Because many of the 
students in this program are working adults and need to balance personal and 
professional commitments, our academic advisors can help establish an 
appropriate program of study that enables each student to complete this program 
in a time frame that works best for him or her.  (Flagship University, 2012, para. 
11) 
Doctoral program completion percentages can be found in Table 1.  This data was 
sourced from Flagship University’s current university website, the only location for 
accessing such data.  Based on the scarcity of publically available data, there are no 
additional statistics to report; which is challenging when attempting to understand the 
level of persistence within the context of the larger academic community.   
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Guiding Research Question 
 Currently, minimal research exists that focuses on student persistence at the 
doctoral level, with even less research available for the doctoral demographic at online 
universities.  The purpose of this study will be to evaluate student persistence factors 
across doctoral programs in order to develop and recommend research-derived support 
structures to improve completion rates within the doctoral programs across the institution.  
Stallone (2003) suggested further research is needed on factors for student persistence.  A 
secondary recommendation was to conduct research to update and validate her DSEQ for 
use in online university settings.  The research question that guides this study is: Do 
student persistence factors vary significantly across doctoral programs in all fields in 
relation to the variation found within the corresponding program completion rates at 
Flagship University?  
Review of the Literature 
Introduction to the Literature Review 
For review of the literature for this study, articles and texts were sought that 
explored student persistence factors and relationships with program completion rates 
amongst higher education institutions.  The literature review was developed to include a 
search of academic research databases such as ProQuest Central, ERIC, Education 
Research Complete, and EBSCOhost, as well as books, conference papers from various 
individuals, and even newspapers and applicable websites.  Keywords were included in 
the search on various topics to refine the initial results.  Keywords included student 
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attrition, student persistence, higher education, distance education, and doctoral 
program completion rates.   
The purpose of this study will be to examine and identify if there are any 
variations within persistence factors of doctoral students that may relate to the variation 
in program completion rates, in order to develop and recommend effective guidelines, 
policies, and strategies for helping doctoral students increase persistence, complete their 
programs of study on time, and obtain their degrees at higher rates of success across the 
institution.  Although persistence cannot account for all the variation in completion rates, 
student persistence seems to be one important piece for understanding and addressing the 
factors that contribute to the wide range of completion rates at Flagship University.  The 
review of the literature will be discussing the conceptual framework for this study based 
on Tinto’s (1975) student integration theory as well as Heider’s (1958) theory of 
attribution, which will create a foundation for further understanding and review of this 
study.  The review of the literature will then be divided into a variety of categories that 
align with topics associated with doctoral student persistence in an online learning 
environment.  These topics include: (a) completion rates, (b) persistence and completion, 
(c) relationships, (d) academic integration, (e) socialization, (f) underrepresented 
populations, and (g) persistence in online graduate schools.  
 Based on a review of the literature, the only research-derived factor that 
contributes to doctoral student experience in Flagship University is intrapersonal stress 
(Scrubb, 1997).  The limited focus and report by Scrubb (1997) highlights the rationale 
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for this study based on a gap in the literature.  I hope that research-derived implications 
and recommendations for Flagship University will assist in the creation of retention 
programs and policies to help increase doctoral student completion rates.  To the extent 
that the theoretical basis of the study is verified, the study findings may help inform 
similar interventions and efforts across distance learning initiatives.  
Student Integration Theory 
A student integration theory was created by Tinto’s (1975) abstract model of 
persistence that focuses on the interactions of students and their higher education 
organizations.  Tinto determined that a student’s background predicts persistence based 
on certain characteristics that identify the determination of a student’s level of social and 
academic interaction at their institution.  My concept model incorporated:  (a) 
background characteristics, (b) initial goal and institutional commitments, (c) academic 
and social integration, (d) subsequent goal and institutional commitments, and (e) 
withdrawal decisions (Tinto, 1975).  Through the utilization and identification of such 
variables, other researchers have been able to continue studying the effects that these 
variables have had on persistence and completion rates within their campus-based 
institutions (Barbatis, 2010; Gardner, 2009; Golde, 2005; Johnson, 2011; Nicolson, 
Rourke, & Kanuka, 2010; Stallone, 2003; Tinto, 2012; Varney, 2003; Willis & 
Carmichael, 2011).  
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Attribution Theory 
Attribution theory may also be one helpful way to understand and study faculty 
and student philosophies about doctoral student persistence and attrition (Gardner, 2009).  
By gaining additional knowledge about motivation and why students persist in programs, 
researchers may be able to identify ways to increase completion rates and combat 
attrition across programs.  Fritz Heider (1958) proposed a theory of attribution as a 
psychologist.  The focus of attribution theory is the internal or external factors that people 
attribute conclusions to as different events come across their lives. The apparent reasons 
of outcomes from events are attributions, which are automatic mental models individuals 
create to explain the causes of others actions, as well as their own (Schunk & 
Zimmerman, 2006).  These perceived causes of outcomes lead people to believe that they 
may or may not be able to achieve certain goals within their lives, such as persisting 
through and completing a doctoral program.   
Success and failure attributions vary from instructional preference to mood to 
illness (Weiner, 1979).  Weiner discussed the theory of motivation in context with 
attribution theory when specifically looking at self-motivation and attribution in respect 
to how individuals explain their life’s failures and successes by breaking the theory down 
into the three main fundamentals of controllability, locus, and stability. The element of 
stability denotes the perception of change over time by the individual, controllability 
focuses on the ability of whether an individual can control the factor, and the locus can 
either be internal or external (Weiner, 2000).  Lovitts (1996) believed that persistence is 
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based on factors after students are admitted, rather than reasons why they attend a 
specific university. Based on this belief, Lovitts developed a social-structural description 
for persistently elevated attrition, and explained that graduate programs had not 
developed effective solutions by bringing together attribution theory from social 
psychology before.   
Although Tinto (2012) did not identify attribution theory as important in 
determining students’ actions, his focus aligned with the theoretical framework.  He 
emphasized that some individuals persist and succeed based on a variety of conditions 
such as utter determination, ability, and persistence, despite circumstances that would 
seem to influence against the student’s individual success.  Tinto (1988) also highlighted 
the relationship between a student’s past habits and patterns of behavior and how these 
influenced the student’s decisions to persist or leave their program of study once in a 
higher education institution.  Others have also reported that advisors could be more 
helpful for students who seek improved program and graduate experiences (Gardner, 
2009; Johnson, 2011; Storms, Prada, & Donahue, 2011).  
Tinto (1993) theorized a lack of student persistence as a reflection of the level to 
which students’ incorporated their intellectual and social lives within the institution, an 
explanation that approaches attribution theory.  Tinto concluded that student retention 
was related to students’ backgrounds, goals and commitment to education, experiences at 
the institution related to interactions with academics, faculty, and peers; external 
commitments while in college; and integration both academically and socially.   
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In general, the attribution framework focuses on the reactions that doctoral 
students express toward the performance and relationship of others, such as their faculty 
mentor, in a social context.  Attributions made by students, may allow for further 
understanding of doctoral student persistence and completion rates.  “If people believe 
they are removed from an attributed set of behaviors or conditions, they then believe that 
the outcome, attrition, will not happen to them” (Gardner, 2009, p. 101).  Based on 
Gardner’s (2009) explanation of attribution theory in action, students should persist better 
in their programs when they believe that the conditions and supports that their institution 
provides to them will lead them towards completion of their program.  Attribution theory 
provides a theoretical framework for helping to identify and understand doctoral student 
persistence and completion. 
Much like using attribution theory to identify causes for why students do not 
persist in the completion of their degrees, Stallone (2003) introduced a model of 
persistence and attrition founded on the four factors of (a) program culture, (b) faculty-
student relationships, (c) cohort factors, and (d) individual factors.  Stallone compared 
students on these scales to determine which of the four factors had the greatest influence 
on doctoral completion rates.  Varney (2003) also discussed academic motivation as a 
component to facilitate the dissertation process and ultimately doctoral program 
completion.  Varney was concerned that a growing shortage of doctoral leadership might 
reduce key interactions between doctoral students and important parts of their doctoral 
programs and the dissertation process.  The three factors examined included (a) being in a 
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cohort, (b) being mentored, and (c) dissertation preparation experiences (Varney).  As a 
result, Varney suggested that doctoral programs that respected and developed these 
factors would retain and graduate students with greater frequency.  
Completion Rates  
Completion of programs by doctoral students in the U.S. is not clearly computed, 
and where reported, remain low (Storms, Prada, & Donahue, 2011).  Many researchers 
have consistently reported that national doctoral completion rates remain at or under 50% 
across the content areas (Bair & Haworth, 2005; Council of Graduate Schools, 2008; de 
Valero, 2001;  Di Pierro, 2007; Walker et al., 2008).  According to the National 
Association of Graduate-Professional Students’ (NAGPS) 2000 National Doctoral 
Program Survey (NDPS), graduate students, on average, underestimated the amount of 
time that it would take to finish their degree with students working on a master’s degree 
anticipating an average of 2.26 years for their degree, and students working on doctoral 
degrees estimating an average of 4.66 years (n.d.).  Studies identifying potential risk 
factors towards predicting completion rates have varied amongst researchers.  These 
studies have found that faculty and student relationships, academic integration, and 
socialization have all been factors that contributed to less than ideal completion rates 
(Diaz, 2002; Hermanowicz, 2007).  The factors that contribute to inconsistent doctoral 
completion are also inconsistent; however, some common themes include faculty 
relationships, dissertation and research preparation, the employment status of faculty, 
employment standing of the student, age, and enrollment status (Creighton, Creighton, & 
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Parks, 2010; Gardner, 2009; Lovitts, 2001; Pitchforth et al., 2012; Terrell et al., 2009; 
Wao & Onwuegbuzie, 2011; Wao, 2010).  
 One theme that is consistent throughout the literature is the need for additional 
studies that concentrate on the impact of financial aid on student success (Austin et al., 
2009; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Kim et al., 2010; Martinez et al., 2013; Obama, 2013; 
Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Pitchforth et al., 2012; Sowell et al., 2008; Stallone, 2003; 
Wilkinson, 2005).  According to Chen & DesJardins (2010), along with personal 
finances, housing, and tuition, financial aid is one of the greatest significant elements 
when determining persistence in secondary education.  Across all academic disciplines, 
attrition for doctoral students in the United States has been reported at around 50%, 
which is high (Nettles & Millett, 2006).  Doctoral student attrition affects institutions 
globally.  Pitchforth et al., (2012) identified key factors affecting timely completion of 
doctoral programs in Mathematical Sciences in an Australian university, and found that 
the student’s research project, research skills and environment, and personal aspects were 
the most important factors influencing a timely completion of their program.  Although 
reasons for attrition may vary and not always equate to persistence towards program 
completion, it may provide some insight into a variety of factors to help explain why 
doctoral students sometimes do not persist and complete their programs (Cicoria et al., 
2013; Ward et al., 2013).   
Herman (2011) found different interpretations of doctoral program leaders and 
students in South Africa and as a result suggested an absence in comprehensive 
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knowledge of the origins at the global level of doctoral student attrition.  McAlpine, 
Jazvac-Martek, and Hopwood (2009) explored the difference in the activities that 
doctoral students in Education described as attributed to their feeling of inclusiveness in 
an academic group, along with complications they experienced at their institutions in 
Canada and the UK.  McAlpine and Amundsen (2011) also discussed the experiences of 
pretenure academics in two Canadian universities with doctoral students.  I found that 
regardless of the country of origin, doctoral completion rates remained low, and the 
authors determined that day-to-day interactions among students, supervisors, and other 
academic staff played a large role in completion rates overall.  While low completion 
rates do not necessarily equate to attrition based on the way they are calculated, Flagship 
University does seem to follow this national trend of low doctoral student completion 
rates across the majority of its doctoral programs.  
Reasons for doctoral student attrition are multi-dimensional and may vary by 
program and institution, thus leading to a variation in program completion and 
persistence.  Student integration theory (Tinto, 1975) conceptualizes persistence through 
the aftermath of learners’ associations within their academic organizations, and 
determined that the background characteristics of learners were key forecasters of 
persistence based on the learner’s interaction within the social and academic systems at 
that organization.  Harris (2011) stated that doctoral program attrition has a troublesome 
influence on educational institutions, and has had unfavorable effects on doctoral students 
when analyzing the social, psychological, and financial impacts on persistence. To 
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address these problems from the perspectives of both students and the institution, this 
study aims to identify reasons for Flagship University doctoral student attrition, 
specifically, and the development of insights into further implications for policy and 
practice toward program completion.  According to Parker (2003), institutions of higher 
education that are accepting governmental funding based on enrollment find the matter of 
low retention and completion rates particularly significant.  If completion rates were 
improved with enhanced appointment of advising of distance education learners, 
financial resource predictability could be succeeded (Parker, 2003). 
 Gardner (2009) proposed a variation of cultural contexts and structures that may 
help establish a foundation for better understanding of doctoral student attrition and 
persistence.  Understanding the elements that affect student persistence in terms of 
program completion in a time efficient manner is vital, especially when taking into 
consideration the high cost of graduate education, the industry of depleting assets, and the 
increased battle for these fiscal resources (de Valero, 2001).  According to Wendler et al. 
(2010): 
 Despite the rigorous selection processes used for admissions into U.S. graduate 
schools and the high achievement level of those pursuing a graduate degree, some 
studies have indicated that the attrition rate in doctoral education is as high as 
40% to 50%.  (p.3)   
While the doctoral student completion rate at Flagship University is less than that 
reported by Wendler et al., there may be value in systematically studying reasons for 
25 
 
  
 
variance in the program completion rates based on persistence factors reported by 
students within those programs.  
Persistence and Completion 
This review provides the context and literary rationale for a study of doctoral 
student persistence and completion rates.  Current literature on doctoral student attrition 
suggests that amongst the variety of factors that play a part in diminishing persistence in 
doctoral students, human relationships may be important.  However, although human 
relationships have been highlighted in various studies (Beutel et al., 2010; Brockman, 
Colbert, & Hass, 2011; Karp & Hughes, 2008; Mansson & Myers, 2012; Rapoport, 
1998), the literature is lacking regarding the impact of distance learning in regards to the 
aforementioned human relationships.  According to the National Association of 
Graduate-Professional Students’ (NAGPS) 2000 National Doctoral Program Survey 
(NDPS), students had lower persistence and completion in their program when they 
lacked a sense of belonging within their student community and did not receive 
constructive feedback in a timely manner (2000).   
Further review of the literature revealed multiple antecedents for doctoral student 
persistence (Gardner, 2009; Wao, 2010), a phenomenon best explained by a variety of 
interacting factors generally defined as associated student and institutional factors (Tinto, 
1993; Wao, 2010).  Factors that facilitate success allow the student to become integrated 
within the institution, which is critical to persistence throughout doctoral programs 
(Tinto, 1993; Ward-Smith et al., 2013).  
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Student Relationships 
Other research has emphasized the significance of relationships in the success of 
doctoral student completion (Beutel et al., 2010; Brockman, Colbert, & Hass, 2011; 
Mansson & Myers, 2012; Rapoport, 1998; Sweitzer, 2009).  In particular, the role that 
relationships play in doctoral program success has been consistently highlighted and 
suggested as important for the development of the doctoral student’s professional 
identity.  Storms, Prada, and Donahue (2011) discovered that improved graduation rates 
could be accomplished by learning from successful doctoral graduate advisor 
experiences. Lovitts (2001) also acknowledged connectedness with faculty and staff in 
the dissertation process as an important recommendation when concentrating on issues of 
the creation and expansion of a doctoral student community. Lovitts suggested that 
universities unexpectedly allowed students to not persist, and inevitably leave their 
programs, who were merely expressing forms of self-doubt, feeling disconnected, or 
needing support and advice.  It has been suggested that students may persist if they 
simply received proper guidance, advice, and encouragement (Lieberman & Dorsch, 
2011; Terrell, Snyder, & Dringus, 2009; Lovitts, 2001).   
Terrell, Snyder, and Dringus (2009) found that students who were currently 
working on their dissertations had higher attrition based on low connectedness with other 
students and faculty in their learning atmosphere.  Other studies have also identified the 
need for stronger support structures from coursework through dissertations for doctoral 
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candidates to persist through their programs (Diaz, 2002; Lieberman & Dorsch, 2011; 
Nicolson, Rourke, & Kanuka, 2010).  
Gardner (2009) utilized attribution theory to outline the variations in 
understanding of attrition in doctoral students by role and by department, and identified 
the strongest bond as the peer relationship.  However, Gardner also found the faculty-
student relationship to be more exact and complete for understanding doctoral program 
attrition.   
Academic Integration 
Golde (2005) initially suggested that lack of doctoral student persistence may be a 
consequence of inadequate academic integration.  Tinto (2012) stated,  
Students are more likely to succeed in settings that establish clear and high 
expectations for their success, provide academic and social support, frequently 
assess and provide feedback about their performance, and actively involve others 
on campus, especially in the classroom. (p. 8)   
Tinto also found that student persistence and completion was being hindered due to the 
lack of focus on academic success in the classroom from institutions, which he believed 
was key to lasting progress in student retention and graduation.  Other studies have 
identified a gap in doctoral student persistence in terms of barriers identified through 
negative student experiences, as well as a change in the student’s priority level of 
completing their doctoral degree (Barbatis, 2010; Willis & Carmichael, 2011).  Tinto 
(1993) also determined that attrition could be defined as a lack of uniformity between 
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academic institutions and students, and was only one part of a student’s story when 
determining persistence and completion.  Similarly, Johnson (2011) examined the impact 
that university/departmental documents, faculty, peers, and student attributes on student 
understanding of the doctoral process, and determined that an important dimension of 
doctoral student persistence was the understanding that faculty provided regarding the 
doctoral process.   
Barbatis (2010) found students who persisted more frequently attributed their 
success to personal determination, goal orientation, a sense of responsibility, and 
resourcefulness.  These qualities enabled students who persisted to seek support such as 
financial management, staff who provide assistance with problem solving, academic-
support programs, faculty members, peers, or personal needs during a time of crisis.  This 
level of determination to seek assistance when needed also allowed for a greater 
probability of students to not only persist through their program but also complete their 
program of study more successfully. 
 Many nonacademic reasons have been identified in determining why students do 
not persist through their doctoral programs including personal, financial, professional, 
and institutional influences (Lovitts, 2001).  These factors have been acknowledged as 
reasons that may relate to degree completion including economic support, peer and 
family support, faculty and chairperson support, and student motivation (Lovitts, 2001; 
Pauley, Cunningham, & Toth, 1999).  Academic success and the faculty-student 
relationship have also been found to encourage and support students to persist to 
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completion and success in their programs (Barnett, 2011; Karp & Hughes, 2008; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Wells, 2008).  
Golde (2005) and Zhao, Golde, and McCormick (2007) agreed that poor 
compatibility between the chair and student is one of the leading causes for the elevated 
rate of attrition and low completion rates among doctoral students.  Sigafus (1998) 
explored the pursuit of a doctorate and how an increased commitment in professional 
educator’s lives was experienced when adding a doctoral program, identifying four 
related to doctoral attrition.  Sigafus’s attrittion themes included (a) structure, (b) 
pressure, (c) support, and (d) authority.  In all of the cases investigated by Sigafus, there 
was a point in the students' lives where their levels of satisfaction dissipated with the 
institution, and increased dissatisfaction with the program developed upon completion of 
their formal coursework.   
Harris (2011) identified that increased persistence and completion rates could be 
shown when pairing doctoral students with librarians, thus improving the student’s 
research skills and solving for students who were unable to handle the dissertation 
research on their own. Additionally, Church (2009) reported an analysis by the United 
States of high attrition rates in doctoral education where the focus was limited to practice 
oral defenses, and found a significant correlation with student retention, persistence, and 
social integration.  Church concluded that practice oral defenses conducted a few times a 
year equated to an increase in completion rates of more than one third above the national 
average.  
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Socialization 
Less frequent communication and decreased socialization are factors that 
contribute to increased attrition. According to the National Association of Graduate-
Professional Students’ (NAGPS) 2000 National Doctoral Program Survey (NDPS), 
students who considered leaving the program prior to completing their ultimate degree 
reported significantly lower levels of communication and sense of belonging (2000).  
Golde (2005) suggested that the development of doctoral student socialization within the 
academic environment is linked to the quality of relationship that students have with their 
chairpersons.  Torres and Zahl (2011) also highlighted the importance of the student 
socialization process, and determined that it is a necessary, developmental process in 
order for students to persist and complete their programs of study.  
Mendoza (2007) found that the cultural knowledge that students acquire through 
academic collaborations reflect an incorporation of traditional scholastic principles with 
new viewpoints brought by educational capitalism, and that educational capitalism might 
include strong predictors of retention opportunity. Additionally, Gopaul (2011) 
demonstrated how features of scholastic work, which cultivate socialization in doctoral 
students, also operated as means to generate or uphold imbalances within doctoral 
education.  Finally, Holms, Robinson, and Seay (2010) reported the value of 
collaboration among cohorts and concluded that active student interdependence was a 
useful strategy to enhance completion rates in the doctoral dissertation process. 
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Underrepresented Populations 
Persistence and completion is a struggle for underrepresented populations across 
all disciplines as reported by the Council of Graduate Schools (2004).  Jiranek (2010) 
found that in Australian Universities, the most important factors contributing to 
persistence and completion were the organization of leadership and research assistance 
for doctoral students.  In addition, Humphrey, Marshall, and Leonardo (2012) examined 
how the United Kingdom transformations impacted certain areas of doctoral education 
such as the art, social sciences, and humanities over the last decade.  I found a positive 
impact on persistence and completion through increased professionalism in doctoral 
education.  By identifying a leadership team, focusing on completion of projects and 
plans, and increasing involvement with research, a significant relationship was identified 
relating to completion of a four-year dissertation submission (Humphrey et al., 2012).  
  Le and Gardner (2010) identified unique challenges for Asian international 
doctoral students in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields.  
These students often had unique concerns regarding funding, choice of advisor, and were 
often secluded from their peers (Le & Gardner, 2010).  Doctoral students in the STEM 
fields have the highest attrition rates within their first year (Lott et al., 2009).  Lott et al. 
(2009) also found a variation of attrition rates within first year doctoral students among 
major and gender.  Gardner (2008) identified a gap in persistence and completion 
amongst other populations of students including: students with families, part-time 
students, older students, female students, and students of color.  Gardner (2008) wanted 
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to further understand the process of socialization within the chemistry and history 
disciplines, at different universities, and how it related to doctoral student persistence.  
Additionally, McAlpine, Jazvac-Martek, and Hopwood (2009) also stressed the 
importance of doctoral student experiences within their academic communities, within 
global institutions, which resulted in low completion rates.  
Felder (2009) explored how faculty and female doctoral students addressed 
managing the balance of work and life demands.  I found that developing the skills for 
being successful at managing both work and life begins at the graduate level.  Mullen, 
Fish, and Hutinger (2010) explored the problems of control and scholarship in mentoring 
connections through the perspectives of female doctoral students.  The authors offered a 
viewpoint on the feminist process of mentoring and its combined influence on learning 
and scholastic engagement.  Other studies have also addressed the uniqueness of the 
female perspective on doctoral study progress as well (Felder, 2009; Gardner, 2008; Lott 
et al., 2009).  
Numerous studies have been completed in attempts to identify reasons for low 
doctoral completion rates (Gardner, 2008; Sowell, Zhang, Redd, & King, 2008; Stallone, 
2003).  Despite many attempts to identify sources contributing to low persistence and 
high attrition, however, there remains a lack of consensus.  In addition, the literature 
consistently recommends further research to better address high student attrition and low 
completion rates in doctoral programs (Barnes & Randall, 2012; Cockrell & Shelly, 
2010; Gardner, 2007; Lott, Gardner, & Powers, 2009).  Many authors have discussed 
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doctoral student persistence and attrition related to specific educational organizations, 
programs, and student demographics.  It remains important, therefore, for a study to be 
conducted solely with Flagship University doctoral students to identify gaps in practice 
that, if addressed effectively, may lead to higher persistence and better completion rates 
of doctoral students within the programs.  
Persistence in Online Graduate Programs 
Although doctoral program demand is increasing and leading many institutions to 
create online or hybrid programs, the rates of persistence for doctoral students across the 
U.S. are not easily calculated and the demand for such programs does not necessarily 
relate to the completion of degrees (Storms et al., 2011).  Colleges and universities are 
identifying the majority of their student population as nontraditional students who have 
unique adult challenges as they work full-time jobs, and balance their families with 
education (Stokes, 2006). Tinto (1975) suggested that student persistence is a result of 
social and scholastic integration within an institution, and collaboration between students 
and faculty results in higher commitment to persist and achieve goals within that 
institution.  However, Tinto’s model can only be partially applicable when discussing 
nontraditional students at online institutions.   
Bean and Metzner (1985) created an attrition model for nontraditional students, 
focusing on nonpersistent academic outcomes and the affiliation with environmental and 
psychological factors.  External factors relating to financial status, employment level, 
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support system, and family responsibilities had a greater effect on student persistence 
than social-academic factors for nontraditional students (Bean & Metzner).   
Online education students are different from traditional students based on unique 
characteristics needed to thrive in a virtual learning environment when compared to a 
more traditional, on-campus environment.  Lee, Choi, and Kim (2012) identified the 
dissimilarities between online student characteristics of those who persist and those who 
do not complete their program, and found similar results.  Frydenberg (2007) was able to 
further narrow down specific factors, such as work/learning schedule conflicts and 
personal problems of the student, which attributed to the lack of persistence and 
completion for students online programs of study.  Even though many studies have 
attempted to classify reasons affecting students’ persistence, insufficient empirical studies 
have studied this issue, and no agreements have been reached classifying which 
considerations may have certain impacts on nontraditional distance learner’s persistence 
within their academic programs (Park & Choi, 2009). 
Assessing Doctoral Student Persistence 
The design concept for this study required the assessment and survey of doctoral 
persistence factors for comparison across multiple doctoral programs.  The literature 
review revealed two survey instruments, one created by Stallone (2003) and one created 
by Varney (2003), which were used in research with objectives that were similar to this 
study. The survey instrument created for this study was a hybrid of the two 2003 
instruments, combining appropriate items from both.  This approach was used because 
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the two aforementioned instruments possessed evidence reliability and validity (Stallone, 
2003; Varney, 2003).  Neither instrument was appropriate in its entirety to conduct this 
study based on factors identifying cohort groups and campus location; therefore, portions 
of both instruments were placed together to create a new instrument called the Doctoral 
Completion and Persistence Scale (DCPS).   
Stallone (2003) introduced an attrition and persistence model based on the four 
factors of (a) program culture, (b) faculty-student relationships, (c) cohort factors, and (d) 
individual factors.  Stallone compared students on these scales to determine which of the 
four factors had the greatest influence on doctoral completion rates.  Varney (2003) also 
discussed academic motivation as a component to enable the dissertation process and 
eventually doctoral program completion.  Varney initiated his concern based on a 
growing shortage of leadership, which prompted him to assess doctoral student 
perception of value and value of program factor and relationships. The three factors 
examined by Varney included (a) program cohorts, (b) mentorship, and (c) experiences 
with dissertation preparation.  As a result, Varney suggested that students who made the 
most progress were the students who also valued the different components of their 
doctoral program highly.  
Based on these two studies, a survey instrument was created utilizing components 
from the Doctoral Student Experience Questionnaire (Stallone, 2003) and Doctoral 
Program Components Scale (Varney, 2003).  As noted in the literature review, 
dissertation preparation, program culture, individual factors, and faculty-student 
36 
 
  
 
relationships were some of the key reasons why doctoral students did not persist 
throughout their program.  The dissertation preparation portion of Varney’s instrument 
was used in place of Stallone’s portion that focused on cohorts because Flagship 
University does not utilize cohorts throughout their doctoral programs.  Instrumentation 
for this study is further discussed in more detail in the next (Methodology) section. 
Implications 
The implications for possible project directions based on the anticipated findings 
of the data collection and analysis included a policy analysis that could suggest additional 
supports to positively impact and increase doctoral student persistence and graduation in 
the academic programs studied for online universities.  An additional project could lead 
to a new professional development program that outlines how faculty and staff may 
adjust their efforts based on the research-derived needs of doctoral students.  Student 
persistence and degree completion benefit society, as a whole, in terms of social values, 
productivity, contribution, and the economy (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Zusman, 
1991).  Likewise, this institution’s doctoral programs and students may benefit from 
research-derived recommendations to implement policy guidelines, strategies, and 
procedures that mitigate harmful distress and encourage improved doctoral student 
persistence through graduation. 
Summary 
This study proposes to add to current knowledge of the factors that play a role in 
doctoral student persistence and completion within a distance learning institution.  
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Knowledge gained from this research may provide a more thorough conceptual 
framework for understanding the role that various factors play in determining doctoral 
student persistence and completion within the distance learning institution studied.  
Findings may contribute to the overall issue of a connection between doctoral student 
persistence and low doctoral student completion rates within a distance learning 
institution, and could be used in the creation of new policies, practices, and 
recommendations for further research intended to increase doctoral program completion 
rates.  
According to Storms et al. (2011), program need does not directly translate to 
persistence or completion of degrees despite the necessity for more options needed for 
working educators who seek out doctoral programs. The demand for EdD programs is 
anticipated to increase based on the need of leaders who have both the knowledge and 
skills gained from the intensive study and rigor of doctoral programs, as well as extensive 
administrative experience (Storms et al., 2011).   
Additionally, Nicolson, Rourke, and Kanuka (2010) identified recurrent topics 
resulting in low doctoral completion rates.  The influence of peers, mentoring of faculty, 
variation of academic disciplines, and identity formation among doctoral students was 
also found as a factor when researching low completion rates (Nicolson et al., 2010).  The 
researchers suggested longitudinal studies of doctoral students in online programs in 
comparison with residency options, alternative disciplines, and socialization in the most 
successful online programs for further research (Nicolson et al., 2010).  With this 
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information, it is important to continue to research the effects that student persistence has 
on our doctoral student population, especially as many institutions start to transition to a 
distance learning modality.  
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Section 2: The Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to compare factors of doctoral 
student persistence across 11 different academic programs at a single online university. 
This comparison was conducted in order to identify and recommend assistance and 
support structures to improve completion rates across all programs.  This section contains 
a description of the quantitative and qualitative methods and procedures used to collect 
and analyze data for this study.  The rationale for this mixed-methods research approach 
and the sampling methods that were used to gather the study data are also discussed.  
This data collection was conducted using student persistence scores in Likert scale-
format that were provided from the Doctoral Completion and Persistence Scale (DCPS), 
as well as open-ended questions intended to clarify persistence issues being experienced 
by individual students.  The results of these student persistence data were compared to 
see if there was any variation based on academic program completion rates. The data 
analyses and results from this study are intended to be shared with the institution’s 
leadership as a foundation for improving training programs to increase doctoral student 
persistence and program completion rates. 
Research Design and Approach 
 A convergent mixed-methods design was used to gather quantitative and 
qualitative data concurrently, combine the data, and use the results to comprehend the 
research problem (Creswell, 2012).  According to Creswell (2012),  
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A basic rationale for this design is that one data collection form supplies strengths 
to offset the weaknesses of the other form, and that a more complete 
understanding of a research problem results from collecting both qualitative and 
quantitative data. (p. 540)   
This design allowed for me to compare doctoral student groups across academic 
programs in order to identify similarities and differences of persistence factors as they 
related to corresponding program completion rates. I used a convergent design and 
measured students’ seniority levels within their programs; this allowed me to gather both 
the qualitative and quantitative data, examine both data sets, compare the results, and 
make a determination as to whether the results support or challenge each other (Creswell, 
2012).  
 An advantage to using a mixed methods approach to determine and identify 
student persistence factors allows for a greater understanding from the combination of 
both quantitative and qualitative research.  Creswell (2012) stated that by combining both 
quantitative and qualitative methods, a better interpretation of the research problem can 
be attained than if either method were to be used by itself.  By providing statistical 
information and student experience descriptions, an informative arrangement regarding 
the understanding of the relationship between student success factors and the ability to 
use that data to further recommend assistance and support structures to improve 
completion rates across all programs was discovered.  A two-way analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) procedure was used to analyze the quantitative data derived from the DCPS, 
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and content analysis was utilized to adequately code and analyze the qualitative data 
provided in written form from the participants.  
Setting and Population 
The target population included 11 groups of students associated with the doctoral 
programs at Flagship University.  The groups consisted of all students who are currently 
active in the following doctoral programs: PhD in Counselor Education and Supervision, 
PhD in Education, PhD in Health Services, PhD in Human Services, PhD in 
Management, PhD in Psychology, PhD in Public Health, PhD in Public Policy, Doctor of 
Business Administration (DBA), Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP), and the Doctor of 
Education (EdD).  After I obtained appropriate IRB and university permissions (IRB 
approval #03-07-14-0274095), I uploaded the survey into Flagship University’s research 
participant pool where students falling into the appropriate demographic were able to 
participate in the study on a voluntary basis, which created a richer sample of the 
population desired.       
The target population consisted of Flagship University’s doctoral students across 
all academic doctoral programs.  I obtained a sample of students through Flagship 
University’s internal participant pool, which students, staff, and faculty can access and 
voluntarily participate in posted studies that they are qualified for.  Participation in this 
university pool is voluntary and anonymous.  Students, faculty, and staff have the ability 
to post their surveys within this platform to allow for a completely anonymous and 
voluntary participant processes.  This participant pool is an active pool that is accessible 
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to the Flagship University’s community of students, faculty and staff.  The participant 
pool serves as a research bulletin designed to announce a study within the university; 
therefore, the sample is loosely based on the university population.  Since the sampling 
method is not random, however, a generalization of results cannot be made to the 
remainder of the university. 
Convenience sampling was used to invite individual participants from each of the 
11 doctoral programs. Convenience sampling is a nonprobability sampling method where 
subjects are carefully chosen because of their willingness and suitable availability to 
participate in the study (Creswell, 2012).  Based on the structure of the Participant Pool, 
convenience sampling was the best way to obtain responses from a portion of the doctoral 
student population due to the willingness of the participants and the availability to 
participate in this study.  In order to gain access to the Participant Pool a student must 
willingly sign up and be sent anonymous login credentials to the website to participate.  
All doctoral students within Flagship University may volunteer to participate in the study.   
Once a student has volunteered to access the Participant Pool, they are given 
access to the Participant Pool website and can review all of the currently available 
surveys.  Participants must examine the surveys to identify whether they are eligible for 
that particular survey before accepting to take it based on the researcher’s description of 
the study.  Convenience sampling was the best avenue to obtain participants for this study 
because of the willingness and availability of participants through the use of the 
Participant Pool through the institution.  Although a random sampling method would 
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have been ideal to create a more broad description of the entire doctoral student 
population and restrict the potential bias, due to restrictions and policies within Flagship 
University the only way to gather student data was through the use of the Participant 
Pool.  Restrictions regarding communication methods with active and non-active students 
did not allow for any type of email, mail, or phone communication to any students; thus, 
the participation pool was the only option for communication of my study.    
The survey instrument was made available to any participants who were qualified 
and willing to take part in the research within the institution participant pool on a 
voluntary basis.  The interval and noninterval scale data collected were web-based 
electronic data.  The interval data were analyzed through a series of two-way analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) procedures using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 
software, where the doctoral students from each program were compared to determine 
whether there is any relationship that can be an attributing factor to the variation in 
program completion rates based on the seniority of the student in each program.  The 
independent variables within this study were the program completion rates and seniority 
level of students.  The dependent variables were the four factors being studied and 
included (a) academic program culture, (b) dissertation preparation, (c) individual 
persistence, and (d) relationships. 
Sample size of a study can be a cause of concern for some researchers.  Brooks 
and Johanson (2011) reported in-depth research on sample size focusing on posthoc 
comparisons using ANOVA when omnibus tests demonstrated significant differences.  
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Salkind (2009) explained the need for balancing sample size with the need to accurately 
represent the population being studied.  Accordingly, the generally accepted research 
standard of 30 participants per group (Salkind, 2009) would indicate a sample size of 330 
for the 11 groups proposed for this study.  Alternatively, Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, 
and Tatham (2006), suggested that groups of at least 20 participants are needed for 
statistical comparative analyses using tests such as ANOVA.  As a result, if all of the 
proposed 11 groups were retained for this study, an ideal sample size would have been 
between 220 and 330 total participants. However, based on the voluntary nature of the 
participant group, I conducted statistical analysis with fewer participants in each group 
because of the actual response rate from the participant pool. 
Eligibility criteria for study participants 
 In order for participants to be eligible to participate in this study, they were 
required to be a current, active doctoral student in one of the 11 doctoral programs of 
interest at Flagship University.  They could be at any progress point within their program, 
but were ineligible if they had withdrawn or graduated.  I expected that newer students 
within their program would answer that they were less ready than students who were 
towards the end of their program under the dissertation preparation variable.  I also 
predicted that some students would have already had a previous doctoral experience at 
another institution and may feel more confident within their dissertation skills earlier 
within Flagship University’s programs.  To control for this confounding variable, and to 
account for the natural learning progression of all doctoral students, I added one question 
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to the demographics portion of the questionnaire to determine whether the student is a 
transfer student from another institution or a transfer student from another doctoral 
program within Flagship University.   
Important aspects of conducting ethical research include planning the process for 
data collection that ensures ways to obtain confidentiality of the participants and 
adequately securing the data once collected (Creswell, 2012).  “Ethical issues arise in 
survey research at distinct points in the research process, such as in collecting data, 
analyzing results, and reporting the results” (Creswell, 2012, p. 402).  Accordingly, to 
ensure full confidentiality of the participants throughout the data collection process, and 
avoid any ethical concerns, the raw data was not to be published and the responses from 
the participants were to remain fully confidential.  Furthermore, participants were 
provided a random user id when they voluntarily sign into the participant pool, so their 
responses remained fully confidential even to me.  When the project concluded, I 
removed the survey from the participant pool.  There were no incentives provided to 
individuals who participated in this study and risk to participants was considered 
minimal.  Furthermore, I have completed the National Institute of Health online course 
for the ethical treatment and protection of participants in human research.  
Instrumentation and Materials 
A unique instrument was crafted for this study because no instrument was 
available that focused specifically on student persistent factors without some area of 
focus on cohorts, and a cohort system is not used at Flagship University.  The instrument 
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for this study was created because I was unable to locate a suitable existing research 
instrument after conducting an extensive library search.  The instrument for this study 
was created by combining appropriate items from two separate instruments with 
established reliability and validity (Stallone, 2003; Varney, 2003).  Therefore, it was 
expected that the internal reliability of the new instrument was approximately the same 
for the study based on the previous researcher’s findings.  Regardless, a small pilot study 
was planned to test and revise the research instrument, as necessary, prior to 
implementation in the full data collection process.  As part of the revising process, 
estimates of internal reliability were employed using SPSS in order to increase the 
reliability of the instrument (Green & Salkind, 2011).   
In crafting the instrument for this study, I was sensitive to the online education 
characteristics of the population being studied at Flagship University.  For example, 
based on the lack of cohorts at Flagship University, it was necessary to omit all questions 
pertaining to Cohort variables on Stallone’s (2003) original instrument.  These seven 
questions were replaced with Dissertation Preparation questions taken from Varney’s 
(2003) original instrument.  As in Stallone’s initial test for reliability, the reliability of 
this instrument was evaluated in part by using reverse scoring of some items.  This 
approach for increasing reliability uses high scores to represent agreement on items that 
are worded in the positive and low, reversed scores to represent agreement on items that 
are negatively worded (Green & Salkind, 2011).  Negatively worded items must be 
reverse-scored prior to data analysis. 
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Doctoral Completion and Persistence Scale  
 Based on a thorough review of related literature, no instrument existed that 
adequately focused on factors that may help determine persistence for a noncohort online 
doctoral program.  Since Flagship University does not employ the cohort system, all 
components pertaining to cohorts were deleted from the questionnaire.  Other 
modifications were required as well.  For example, the DSEQ did not indicate specific 
demographic information such as age group or employment status.  For the qualitative 
portion, the open-ended questions pertaining to cohorts were removed.  When combining 
the remaining DSEQ components with the Dissertation Preparation Component from 
Varney’s Doctoral Program Components Scale (2003), the resulting Doctoral Completion 
and Persistence Scale (DCPS) was created for this study.  Written permission was 
obtained from the authors of both the original instruments (Appendix B, Appendix C) for 
modification and use in this study.  
Type of Instrument 
  With appropriate permissions, such as institutional, University Research Review, 
and Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (03-07-14-0274095), a web-based 
questionnaire survey instrument, the DCPS, was uploaded for the research participant 
pool to experience.  An invitation to participate in the study was placed in the summary 
area for students to voluntarily fill out if they meet the participant requirements.  The 
institution’s Center for Research Quality sent out an announcement letting the 
institution’s community know that there was a new study available, and I was prohibited 
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from sending out individual communication requests for participation.  Participant 
responses were stored in a database for easy conversion into tabular numeric form for 
statistical analysis, which is an advantage of web-based surveys. Another advantage of 
utilizing a web-based survey is improved data accuracy due to the elimination manual 
transcription.  An informed consent form was displayed with the survey as an initial page, 
and participants were required to indicate consent by clicking on a check box for moving 
forward with the survey.  Participants who elected not to participate were thanked for 
their time and interest, and instructed to close their web browser to exit the survey.  Upon 
conclusion of the study, a summary of the results was submitted to Flagship University, 
for placement on the Center for Research Success section of the website. 
 The survey instrument collected demographic information, quantitative data on 
four individual persistence variables, and four questions related to student experience in 
the doctoral program.  The four quantitative variables of interest included (a) academic 
program culture, (b) dissertation preparation, (c) individual persistence, and (d) 
relationships.  The four qualitative variables included (a) program culture experience, (b) 
program characteristics experienced, (c) overall program experience, and (d) dissertation 
preparation.  The DCPS questionnaire consisted of seven questions pertaining to 
demographics, four open-ended questions to collect qualitative data, and 28 questions 
that were answered using a five-point Likert scale (seven items for each qualitative 
variable).  
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All 28 quantitative questions were answered using a five-point Likert scale with 
response options of Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, and Strongly Disagree.  
All items in this section were coded as positive or negative, as shown in Appendix D.  
Negatively worded items were reverse scored with the following point system: Strongly 
Agree (1), Agree (2), Neutral (3), Disagree (4), and Strongly Disagree (5).  All items that 
were worded in the positive were normally scored in the following way: Strongly Agree 
(5), Agree (4), Neutral (3), Disagree (2), and Strongly Disagree (1).  A score of two 
represented a neutral response for both normal and reverse-scored items.  
The additional four open-ended questions were analyzed based on a pragmatic 
approach from the student’s responses, and grouped into themes or patterns through 
coding the data.  When coding was complete, a summary of the codes were utilized to 
determine whether there were any relationships between the student’s seniority level and 
their program’s completion rates in conjunction with the quantitative data collected.  
Data were housed on a secure server within the institution, and participants were 
each coded using their individual user identification code, which was randomly generated 
and assigned by the research participant pool system.  Participants of this study were not 
inclusive of any vulnerable populations, nor subject to risk or solicitation from their 
involvement.  Each participant was over the age of 18, a current active doctoral student of 
the university, and completed the survey in a voluntary, anonymous, and confidential 
manner.  Participants agreed to informed consent by choosing to take the survey; 
therefore, a signed consent form was not necessary.  The first page of the survey 
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instructions explained that responses would be anonymous and that participant rights to 
anonymity would be protected. The survey questions did not identify the participants in 
any way, so risk to participants was considered low.  Any published findings could not 
identify any individual participant.  
Reliability and Validity of the Instrument 
  The questionnaire, which contained components of surveys used in two previous 
studies, included evidence of validity and reliability as reported in previous research 
(Stallone 2003; Varney 2003).  Stallone (2003) reported validity from a review of 
identifying factors, or constructs, found in the literature, that were related to doctoral 
degree completion, as well as through interviews with doctoral students to obtain 
authentic and relevant perceptions of the factors associated with degree completion.  
Stallone’s instrument was further validated through the participation of educational 
doctoral program leaders who acted as a panel of experts to verify the content and 
construct validity of the instrument by evaluating the instrument for content, clarity, 
appropriateness of directions, vocabulary, and scoring.  The reliability and validity of 
Stallone’s instrument was increased through a pilot study of doctoral students that were 
not included in the actual study.  The data were analyzed and the instrument was revised 
and edited upon completion of the analysis to further clarify constructs as per suggestions 
from the pilot group of respondents.  Having only one researcher read, code, and classify 
the open-ended responses increased reliability for the qualitative portion of the 
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questionnaire.  Ensuring that only original response content was used in the data analysis 
helped to mitigate researcher bias. 
 Varney (2003) constructed and validated his instrument, the Doctoral Program 
Component scale (DPC), using scale construction guidelines that included task analysis 
to delineate tasks requisite to writing a dissertation.  Varney then submitted each scale to 
a panel of experts from his university’s College of Education faculty members for 
feedback on face, content, and construct validity, as well as appropriateness of scale 
response format (Varney, 2003).  A pilot study was then conducted to see if the measure 
of his three variables could be improved.  The DPC’s measures included (a) student 
perceptions of the value of being in a cohort, (b) mentoring, and (c) the dissertation 
preparation experiences built into the doctoral program (Varney, 2003).  Each of these 
subscales was composed of ten items to total the 30-item Likert type scale, which ranged 
in response scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).  Varney’s instrument 
also included a Does Not Apply response to account for participants that felt as though a 
particular question did not pertain to them.  Varney’s scale was then included in a pilot 
study to determine the measure of internal consistency of reliability, with a resultant 
Chronbach’s alpha of .97 (Varney, 2003).  For this study, Varney’s subscale of 
Dissertation Preparation Experience was used to replace the Cohort questions that 
Stallone used in her instrument.  The change was made in order to provide for a 
contextually appropriate survey for Flagship University because it does not use a cohort 
system in its online doctoral programs.   
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Data Collection and Analysis 
Each respondent participated by responding to the DCPS web-based questionnaire 
that was made available through the participant pool process.  The 28 quantitative Likert 
scale items were presented with radio buttons for responding.  Descriptive statistics, 
internal estimates of reliability, and ANOVA analyses were conducted using the 
quantitative items and scales. For the four open-ended qualitative items, participants 
typed their responses in a free text block provided next to each open-ended item.  The 
maximum response for the open-ended items was 250 characters.  Content analysis was 
conducted upon retrieval of the qualitative data, where similar language was grouped into 
themes to enhance any quantitative findings. 
Raw data were accessible by me only throughout the data collection and survey 
process.  The raw data were stored electronically and securely on the web-based survey’s 
website.  Once downloaded, raw data were also stored on my password protected desktop 
computer, which had active security and virus protection.  Data were shared with 
research committee members to ensure the accuracy of data conversions. 
Pilot studies are critical to good research instrument design, as they provide 
valuable insight into changes that may need to be made for the actual instrument and 
study (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001).  “One of the advantages of conducting a pilot 
study is that it might give advance warning about where the main research project could 
fail, where research protocols may not be followed, or whether proposed methods or 
instruments are inappropriate or too complicated”  (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001, 
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p.1).  Therefore, the new DCPS was opened to the participant pool for one week to pilot 
study the instrument.  A total of 14 participants responded during the pilot phase of the 
study. Based on the pilot study results, it was determined that the DCPS instrument items 
were sound, as written, and there were no questions revised as the instrument seemed to 
measure the constructs as designed.  The directions for completing the survey, however, 
were revised slightly to reflect more accurately the actual time it took participants to 
complete the assessment (it took slightly less time than originally estimated). 
The DCPS was made available to the participant pool respondents for three weeks 
following the pilot phase.  After eight weeks, a total of 31 participants had responded to 
the DCPS and it was removed from the web-based survey system.  Results were 
downloaded from the survey website in an Excel spreadsheet. Two respondents were 
removed from the study because they had failed to respond to critical elements of the 
survey. After the necessary items were reverse-scored, the quantitative survey responses 
and demographic data were entered into SPSS for analyses.  
Descriptive statistics were used to gain an understanding of the data, including 
how the scores varied and compared (Creswell, 2012).  A Likert scale provided data used 
to describe variance within and between the sample groups.  Likert scale measures are 
typically defined and treated as interval scales, where the data are normally distributed 
and the distance between each value on the scale is equal (Creswell, 2012).   
After removing one participant for missing data, internal estimates of reliability 
were run (N=30) to assess how well the four underlying constructs of the DCPS 
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measured the scales of (a) individual persistence, (b) program culture, (c) relationships, 
and (d) dissertation preparation.  The four scales consisted of 7 items each.  Two scales 
(relationships, α = .84) and dissertation preparation (α = .82) demonstrated high levels of 
internal consistency when limiting the analysis to the largest participant group (EdD, 
n=8).  When limiting the internal consistency analysis to the EdD group and the second 
largest group  (PhD in Psychology, n=7), the program culture scale demonstrated 
moderate internal consistency (α = .74 and α = .79, respectively).  Adding the additional 
respondent groups resulted in reducing the Chronbach’s alpha consistency statistic.  It 
should be noted that when computing Chronbach’s alpha on small samples, the analysis 
may not yield accurate results (Charter, 1999, 2003; Kline 1986; Lackey & Wingate, 
1998; Nunnaly & Bernstein, 1994; Seagall, 1994).  
Hypothesis testing is a process for making judgments about results by comparing 
an observed value of a sample with a population value to conclude whether a difference 
or association occurs between the values (Creswell, 2012).  For Analysis of Variance 
(ANOVA) tests, independent variables are sometimes referred to as factors, or grouping 
variables, while dependent variables are often continuous interval or ratio measures 
provided by tests and surveys (Hair et al., 2006).  The difference in seniority of the 
students was compared by using a two-way ANOVA that allowed for comparison within 
and between groups.  For this causal-comparative research, the independent variable was 
the seniority level of students from the 11 doctoral programs while the dependent 
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variable was the four DCPS composite scale scores (individual persistence, relationships, 
program culture, and dissertation preparation).  
Qualitative data were collected during the initial survey process, and then coded 
and reviewed separately from the quantitative data and categorized through thematic 
analysis (Creswell, 2012).  In order to integrate the data, data transformation for 
comparison and data consolidation for emergent themes allowed for further analysis and 
comparison of both the quantitative and qualitative data as one.  Data consolidation 
integrated findings from the mixed methods approach by converting quantitative data into 
narratives that were analyzed qualitatively (Creswell, 2012).  The data collected were 
coded to simplify the data, and then analyzed using the appropriately selected methods 
(Creswell & Clark, 2011).  Conventional content analysis was used to code and analyze 
the qualitative data directly from the participants written responses (Hsieh & Shannon, 
2005).  
The data were examined through single-item scoring (Creswell, 2012).  Each 
demographic item stood on its own as a single measure.  The 28 quantitative items were 
combined by one of four composite scale measures that contributed to the measure of the 
composite scale factor.  The data collected were analyzed through ANOVA to 
statistically evaluate related null hypotheses.  Stratification took place using two 
identified strata from the sample that was defined as students who have not started 
working on their prospectus within their program, and students who have started working 
on their prospectus within their program.  These strata allowed for analysis within each 
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subgroup to help further identify how persistence factors within these groups may relate 
to program completion rates.  The type of distribution of scores was assumed normal with 
appropriate normalcy tests applied at the time of analysis (Green & Salkind, 2011).  The 
data were analyzed using SPSS software.  The qualitative participant responses were also 
collected, coded for central themes, and interpreted by me.  
Sample size was a main concern for tests such as the t test, ANOVA, MANOVA, 
and others which should have been judged based on individual group size and not 
necessarily the total sample size (Hair et al., 2006).  Statistical analysis software, such as 
SPSS, can accommodate unequal group size, regardless of many previous practices that 
discussed the need for keeping the group size relatively equal because the effectiveness 
of the study was dictated by the smallest group size (Hair et al., 2006).  Hair et al., also 
discussed and recommended that an adequate sample size was available for all groups, 
and also recommended a minimum of 20 observations for each ANOVA cell to 
be evaluated (2006).  Based on the above guidance, at least 220 participants (a minimum 
of 20 in each group) may have provided an adequate sample size for evaluating the 11 
groups using a series of one-way ANOVA procedures; however, statistical analysis was 
conducted with lesser participants in each group due to the low rate of participation by 
the groups.  
Research Questions 
It is helpful in human science research to have a single guiding question to focus 
the overall inquiry (Creswell & Clark, 2011).  The overarching question that anchored 
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this study was, “How do individual and program factors contribute to student success in 
online doctoral programs?”  This study was guided further by the following research 
questions:  
RQ1. Which success factors according to the DCPS (individual persistence, 
relationships, program culture, and dissertation preparation) are most associated with 
doctoral program completion rates, based on student seniority level, from the sample of 
doctoral pool participants in Flagship University? 
 RQ2. Are there differences according to the DCPS between program completion 
rates within each doctoral program in the online university based on doctoral student 
individual persistence when comparing student seniority levels?    
 RQ3. Are there differences according to the DCPS between program completion 
rates within each doctoral program in the online university based on doctoral student 
relationships when comparing student seniority levels? 
 RQ4. Are there differences according to the DCPS between program completion 
rates within each doctoral program in the online university based on doctoral student 
program culture when comparing student seniority levels? 
RQ5. Are there differences according to the DCPS between program completion 
rates within each doctoral program in the online university based on doctoral student 
dissertation preparation when comparing student seniority levels? 
RQ6. What experience-based themes are important to doctoral students in 
completing their programs of study when comparing based on student seniority level? 
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This study will evaluate the following alternate hypotheses and related nulls:  
H1 - There is a statistically significant difference in individual persistence 
between student seniority levels among the academic programs studied. 
H01 - There is no statistically significant difference in individual persistence 
between student seniority levels among the academic programs studied. 
H2 - There is a statistically significant difference in student relationships between 
student seniority levels among the academic programs studied.   
H02 - There is no statistically significant difference in student relationships 
between student seniority levels among the academic programs studied.     
H3 - There is a statistically significant difference in program culture between 
student seniority levels among the academic programs studied.   
H03 - There is no statistically significant difference in program culture between 
student seniority levels among the academic programs studied.   
H4 - There is a statistically significant difference in dissertation preparation 
between student seniority levels among the academic programs studied.  
H04 - There is no statistically significant difference in dissertation preparation 
between student seniority levels among the academic programs studied.   
Assumptions, Limitations, Scope, and Delimitations 
Assumptions 
 The following assumptions are essential to this study:  
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1. Certain conditions encouraged the persistence of the students in this study 
based on the problem statement.   
2. Honest answers would be provided by the participants when the survey 
questions were administered, and the data collected would be accurate.  
3. The participants would be truthful in determining whether they adequately 
qualified for this study based on their current academic status.  
4.  Participant understanding of confidentiality within their answers would be 
understood, and no repercussions would take place for participation or lack 
thereof.  
5. Program Data provided by Flagship University about each program would be 
accurate.  
Limitations 
 This research study may be limited by the following:  
1. Quantitative and qualitative data were used to measure each of the four 
variables of the research study.  Through the utilization of a convergent parallel mixed 
methods design, all data were collected at the same time to assist in determining if there 
were similarities, differences, or a combination of both amongst the data (Creswell, 
2012).  Assessing attitudes and outcomes, interactions, contexts, and processes are 
advantages of using mixed-methods designs (Lodico et al., 2010).  The qualitative value 
of this study was limited by my inability to triangulate and verify participant responses 
due to the anonymous, single exposures to the survey instrument.  
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 2. The sample size of the population: Only students willing to sign into the 
university’s participant pool were able to participate in this survey.  If a small sample size 
results, biases and errors would become more likely, further limiting the generalization of 
any results outside the participants studied.  
 3. Self-reporting data: All data provided were from participating doctoral 
students.  Self-report data may lead to a tendency of inflation or misrepresentation by the 
participants based on the phenomenon of socially desirable responding. 
Scope  
 The study was limited to doctoral students enrolled in Flagship University 
because of my interest in doctoral persistence and completion.  In addition, only nine of 
the doctoral programs at Flagship University were studied based on data the availability 
of data provided.  Two programs were omitted due to not yet having any graduates at the 
time of data collection by Flagship University.  
Delimitations 
 The study is delimited to current students of the 11 doctoral programs who were 
also volunteers in Flagship University’s research participant pool.  The participants read 
and acknowledge the informed consent page at the beginning of the survey to ensure that 
they were qualified to participate in the survey and understand that they were voluntarily 
participating with no incentive.  Each respondent participated by answering a series of 
questions where they clicked on the appropriate response electronically, and were free 
from harm as they would be able to leave the survey at any point during their 
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participation.  Due to the nature of working with participant pools and related participant 
anonymity, the qualitative portion of the study was delimited to one response session per 
participate, even for the open-ended questions on the survey.   
Findings 
Quantitative data were analyzed using two-way ANOVA and qualitative data 
were coded to unpack emerging themes (Felder 2010; Karp & Hughes 2008).  A total of 
31 participants responded to the survey, and participation was less than anticipated. The 
qualitative data elements, therefore, became even more important in my analyses to help 
understand the problem and develop implications for possible remedies.  Emerging 
themes were interpreted alongside the results of the quantitative data analysis to yield 
increased understanding of doctoral student persistence factors within the variables of 
individual persistence, relationships, program culture, and dissertation preparation.  
Demographic Profiles    
Flagship University allowed students and faculty to voluntarily register with the 
institution’s participant pool without any reward or compensation for participating from 
the institution.  The only notification that participant pool registrants received was 
emailed directly from the participant pool administrators when new studies were posted 
within the system.  This study was communicated via email to participant pool registrants 
within one week of the study being activated.  The number of active participants changed 
daily based on the voluntary nature of the participant sign-up process.  Based on this 
process, the actual number of active participants within the participant pool is unknown.  
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Of those who were registered participants during the eight weeks that survey was active, 
31 responded to the survey to participate in this study.  
The participant’s demographic characteristics are represented in Table 2.  At the 
time of the study 26% of the respondents ranged in age from 30-39, 42% ranged in age 
from 40-49, and 32% responded that their age was 50 or older.  Of the students who 
completed the survey 68% were female and 33% were male.  Fifty-nine percent of 
respondents reported their ethnicity as White, 26% of respondents reported their ethnicity 
as Black, and 10% of respondents reported their ethnicity as other.  Only 6% of the 
respondents indicated their ethnicity as Hispanic.  The majority of the students indicated 
that they worked full-time (78%).  Seventy-eight percent of students reported having not 
received any transfer of credit into their programs.  Thirteen percent of students received 
transfer credit from an outside institution, while 10% of students received transfer credit 
from within Flagship University.  The demographic characteristics of the participants are 
presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2 
Sample Demographic Characteristics  
Characteristic % of Respondents 
Age Range of Participating Students  
30-39 25.81 
40-49 41.94 
50+ 32.26 
Gender Distribution of Participants  
Female 67.7 
Male 32.26 
Ethnicity  
Black 25.81 
White 6.45 
Hispanic 9.68 
Other 58.06 
Employment Status  
Full-Time 77.42 
Part-Time 9.68 
Unemployed 12.9 
Transfer Status  
Inside Institution 9.68 
None 77.42 
Outside Institution 12.9 
 
The majority of students indicated that they had already started the prospectus 
phase of their doctoral studies (n=19, 61.2%).  Ten respondents (32.3%) had not yet 
64 
 
  
 
started working on the prospectus and two respondents (6.5%) did not answer the 
seniority survey item.  Table 3 shows the distribution of participants by doctoral program.  
Table 3 
Participants by Doctoral Program (N=31) 
Doctoral Program # of 
Participants 
  % Of Respondents 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) 3 9 .68 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 8 25 .81 
PhD in Education 1 3 .23 
PhD in Management 4 12 .9 
PhD in Psychology 7 22 .58 
PhD in Public Health 5 16 .13 
PhD in Public Policy 3 9 .68 
 
Quantitative Evaluation of the Doctoral Success Factors  
An ANOVA is a hypothesis-testing method used to evaluate mean differences 
between two or more treatments (Creswell & Clark, 2011).  ANOVA uses sample data as 
the basis for depicting common assumptions about populations (Gravetter & Wallnau, 
2005).  The doctoral success factors were evaluated using SPSS by conducting a two-way 
ANOVA for each of the two factors (seniority level and doctoral program) and each 
dependent variable (individual persistence, relationships, program culture, and 
dissertation preparation).  The two levels of seniority were (a) preprospectus and (b) 
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started or post-prospectus.  A third level of seniority, defined by students who chose not 
to respond to the seniority item, was omitted for having an extremely small number 
(n=2), which were too few to run an ANOVA and those two records were omitted from 
the quantitative portion of the study.  The six levels of doctoral programs analyzed were 
(a) Doctor of Business Administration, (b) Doctor of Education, (c) PhD in Management, 
(d) PhD in Psychology, (e) PhD in Public Health, and (f) PhD in Public Policy. 
 Individual persistence.  The individual persistence data were inspected for 
equivalence of variance and normality of distribution across the factors before running 
the two-way ANOVA (Green & Salkind, 2011).  The DCPS descriptive statistics for 
persistence based on the two seniority levels are provided in Table 4 (see Appendix E for 
individual persistence descriptive statistics disaggregated by program).  There were no 
outliers, as assessed by inspection of the persistence boxplots for values greater than 1.5 
box-lengths from the edge of the box (Laerd Statistics, Two-Way ANOVA, p. 3).  The 
Shapiro-Wilk’s test for normality was undefined for the levels of factors containing two 
or fewer participants.  The individual persistence score was normally distributed for all 
the remaining group combinations of program and seniority level, as assessed by 
Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > .05).  Higher scores for this test equate to greater persistence 
among students.  Chronbach's alpha for internal consistency estimates was computed to 
determine the overall internal consistency of reliability, with a resultant of α of .73.   
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Table 4 
DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Individual Persistence by Seniority Level 
Seniority Level Doctoral Program N M SD 
Preprospectus Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 
4 3.57 0.37 
 PhD in Management 2 3.14 0.61 
 PhD in Psychology 1 3.86 N/A 
 PhD in Public Health 2 3.57 0.61 
 PhD in Public Policy 1 3.00 N/A 
 Total 10 3.46 0.45 
Started –Post 
Prospectus 
Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 
3 3.71 0.76 
 Doctor of Education (EdD) 3 2.86 0.65 
 PhD in Management 1 2.29 N/A 
 PhD in Psychology 6 3.26 0.61 
 PhD in Public Health 3 2.48 0.44 
 PhD in Public Policy 2 3.21 0.71 
 Total 18 3.10 0.69 
Note: N/A stands for not applicable (undefined) when n<=1. 
 
 A 6 x 2 ANOVA was conducted using SPSS to see if there were any differences 
in individual persistence between the six doctoral programs and two levels of doctoral 
student seniority.  The ANOVA test results are shown in Table 5. The ANOVA indicated 
no significant interaction between seniority level and doctoral program, F(4,17) = .56, p 
= .69, partial η2 = .12; no significant main effect for doctoral program, F(5,17) = 1.57, p 
= .22, partial η2 = .31; but significant main effect for seniority level,  F(1,17) = 4.81, p = 
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.04, partial η2 = .21.  The results for seniority level indicate that there was a significant 
difference in individual persistence between preprospectus and prospectus groups. While 
the seniority main effect indicated that individual persistence was slightly more important 
for preprospectus students, and the test supports rejecting the related null hypothesis 
(H01), the results of the ANOVA should be viewed skeptically due to the small number of 
participants in each level evaluated by the statistical test.  Additional descriptive statistics 
are shown in Appendix E.  
Table 5 
Individual Persistence 2-Way ANOVA Test Results 
Source of 
Variation dF MS F Sig 
Partial Eta 
Squared 
Corrected Model 11 .455 1.315 .296 .51 
Intercept 1 196.756 569.088 .000 .96 
Seniority 1 1.664 4.811 .042 .21 
Program 5 .492 1.475 .223 .31 
Seniority*Program 4 .192 .556 .697 .12 
Error 17 .346    
Total 29     
Corrected Total 28     
 Student relationships.  The student relationships data were inspected for 
equivalence of variance and normality of distribution across the factors before running 
the two-way ANOVA (Green & Salkind, 2011).  The descriptive statistics for 
relationships are provided in Table 6  (see Appendix F for student relationships 
descriptive statistics disaggregated by program).  There were no outliers, as assessed by 
inspection of the relationships boxplots for values greater than 1.5 box-lengths from the 
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edge of the box (Leard Statistics, Two-Way ANOVA, p. 3).  The Shapiro-Wilk’s test for 
normality was undefined for the levels of factors containing two or fewer participants.  
The relationships score was normally distributed for all the remaining group 
combinations of program and seniority level, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > 
.05).  Chronbach's alpha for internal consistency estimates was computed to determine 
the overall internal consistency of reliability, with a resultant of α of .57.   
Table 6 
DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Relationships by Seniority Level 
Seniority Level Doctoral Program N M SD 
Preprospectus Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 
4 3.32 0.38 
 PhD in Management 2 2.71 0.40 
 PhD in Psychology 1 3.29 N/A 
 PhD in Public Health 2 3.86 0.20 
 PhD in Public Policy 1 3.57 N/A 
 Total 10 3.33 0.47 
Started –Post 
Prospectus 
Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 
3 3.95 0.67 
 Doctor of Education (EdD) 3 3.71 1.13 
 PhD in Management 1 2.71 N/A 
 PhD in Psychology 6 4.09 0.55 
 PhD in Public Health 3 3.05 0.64 
 PhD in Public Policy 2 4.14 0.00 
 Total 18 3.76 0.75 
Note: N/A stands for not applicable (undefined) when n<=1. 
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A 6 x 2 ANOVA was conducted using SPSS to see if there were any differences 
in student relationships between the six doctoral programs and two levels of doctoral 
student seniority. The ANOVA test results are shown in Table 7.  The ANOVA indicated 
no significant interaction between seniority level and doctoral program, F(4,17) = 1.12,  
p = .38, partial η2 = .21 and no significant main effect for doctoral program,  
F(5,17) = 1.21, p = .35, partial η2 = .26.  There was no significant main effect for 
seniority level, F(1,17) = .44, p = .52, partial η2 = .025.  Based on this test, there was no 
evidence to support rejecting the null hypothesis of no significant difference in student 
relationships between seniority levels based on academic programs (H02).  
Table 7 
Relationships 2-Way ANOVA Test Results 
Source of Variation dF MS F Sig Partial Eta Squared 
Corrected Model 11 .612 1.605 .184 .57 
Intercept 1 255.407 670.268 .000 .96 
Seniority 1 .167 .437 .517 .025 
Program 5 .537 1.210 .347 ,26 
Seniority*Program 4 .428 1.123 .378 .21 
Error 17 .381    
Total 29     
Corrected Total 28     
 Program culture.  The program culture data were inspected for equivalence of 
variance and normality of distribution across the factors before running the two-way 
ANOVA (Green & Salkind, 2011).  The descriptive statistics for program culture by 
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seniority level are provided in Table 8 (see Appendix G for program culture descriptive 
statistics disaggregated by program).  There were no outliers, as assessed by inspection of 
the program culture boxplots for values greater than 1.5 box-lengths from the edge of the 
box (Leard Statistics, Two-Way ANOVA, p. 3).  The Shapiro-Wilk’s test for normality 
was undefined for the levels of factors containing two or fewer participants.  The 
program culture score was normally distributed for all the remaining group combinations 
of program and seniority level, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > .05).   
Chronbach's alpha for internal consistency estimates was computed to determine the 
overall internal consistency of reliability, with a resultant of α of .44.   
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Table 8 
DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Program Culture by Seniority Level 
Seniority Level Doctoral Program N M SD 
Preprospectus Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 
4 3.78 0.36 
 PhD in Management 2 3.93 0.10 
 PhD in Psychology 1 4.57 N/A 
 PhD in Public Health 2 4.29 0.20 
 PhD in Public Policy 1 3.86 N/A 
 Total 10 4.00 0.36 
Started –Post 
Prospectus 
Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 
3 4.43 0.65 
 Doctor of Education (EdD) 3 4.14 0.38 
 PhD in Management 1 3.14 N/A 
 PhD in Psychology 6 3.83 0.47 
 PhD in Public Health 3 3.48 0.84 
 PhD in Public Policy 2 4.21 0.30 
 Total 18 3.93 0.60 
Note: N/A stands for not applicable (undefined) when n<=1. 
 A 6 x 2 ANOVA was conducted using SPSS to see if there were any differences 
in program culture between the six doctoral programs and two levels of doctoral student 
seniority.  The ANOVA test results are shown in Table 9.  The ANOVA indicated no 
significant interaction between seniority level and doctoral program, F(4,17) = 1.67, p = 
.20, partial η2 = .28; no significant main effect for doctoral program, F(5,17) = 1.25, p = 
.33, partial η2 = .27; and no significant main effect for seniority level,  F(1,17) = 1.90, p 
= .19, partial η2 = .10.  Based on this test, there was no evidence to support rejecting the 
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related null hypothesis (H03) that there is no difference in program culture between the 
doctoral programs based on seniority level.  
Table 9 
Program Culture 2-Way ANOVA Test Results 
Source of Variation dF MS F Sig 
Partial 
Eta 
Squared 
Corrected Model 11 .283 1.145 .388 .46 
Intercept 1 316.184 1281.661 .000 .98 
Seniority 1 .469 1.903 .186 .10 
Program 5 .259 1.248 .332 .27 
Seniority*Program 4 .412 1.671 .203 .28 
Error 17 .247    
Total 29     
Corrected Total 28     
 
 Dissertation preparation. The dissertation preparation data were inspected for 
equivalence of variance and normality of distribution across the factors before running 
the two-way ANOVA (Green & Salkind, 2011).  The descriptive statistics for dissertation 
preparation by seniority level are provided in Table 10 (see Appendix H for dissertation 
preparation descriptive statistics disaggregated by program).  There were no outliers, as 
assessed by inspection of the dissertation preparation boxplots for values greater than 1.5 
box-lengths from the edge of the box (Leard Statistics, Two-Way ANOVA, p. 3).  The 
Shapiro-Wilk’s test for normality was undefined for the levels of factors containing two 
or fewer participants.  The dissertation preparation score was normally distributed for all 
the remaining group combinations of program and seniority level, as assessed by 
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Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > .05).  Chronbach's alpha for internal consistency estimates was 
computed to determine the overall internal consistency of reliability, with a resultant of α 
of .81.  
Table 10 
DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Dissertation Preparation by Seniority Level 
Seniority Level Doctoral Program N M SD 
Preprospectus Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 
4 3.14 0.31 
 PhD in Management 2 2.71 0.00 
 PhD in Psychology 1 3.43 N/A 
 PhD in Public Health 2 3.64 0.10 
 PhD in Public Policy 1 3.57 N/A 
 Total 10 3.23 0.39 
Started –Post 
Prospectus 
Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 
3 3.71 0.38 
 Doctor of Education (EdD) 3 3.29 0.86 
 PhD in Management 1 2.29 N/A 
 PhD in Psychology 6 3.00 0.90 
 PhD in Public Health 3 3.05 0.58 
 PhD in Public Policy 2 2.86 0.20 
 Total 18 3.12 0.71 
Note: N/A stands for not applicable (undefined) when n<=1. 
 
 A 6 x 2 ANOVA was conducted using SPSS to see if there were any differences 
in dissertation preparation between the six doctoral programs and two levels of doctoral 
student seniority.  The ANOVA test results are shown in Table 11. The ANOVA 
indicated no significant interaction between seniority level and doctoral program,  
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F(4,17) = .37, p = .83, partial η2 = .08; no significant main effect for doctoral program, 
F(5,17) = 1.30, p = .31, partial η2 = .28; and no significant main effect for seniority level,  
F(1,17) = 1.86, p = .19, partial η2 = .10.  Based on this test, there was no evidence to 
support rejecting the related null hypothesis (H04) that there is no significant difference in 
dissertation preparation between the doctoral programs based on seniority level.  
Table 11 
Dissertation Preparation 2-Way ANOVA Test Results 
Source of Variation dF MS F Sig Partial Eta Squared 
   
Corrected Model 11 .335 .848 .600 .45    
Intercept 1 .734 528.370 .000 .95    
Seniority 1 .734 1.856 .191 .10    
Program 5 .473 1.297 .314 .28    
Seniority*Program 4 .145 .367 .829 .08    
Error 17 .395       
Total 29        
Corrected Total 28        
Note. a = 0.05 
 
Qualitative Findings and Emerged Themes 
Mixed-methods research involves a portion of the study relying on qualitative 
input from participants.  Qualitative outcomes involve inductive processes of research to 
which the researcher collects evidence from open-ended questions and analyzes that data 
into themes or categories based on the participants’ answers (Creswell, 2012).  Wide-
ranging patterns or generalizations from these experiences and related literature are 
joined to provide further insight into the participants’ less structured data that was 
75 
 
  
 
collected through the open-ended question survey feedback.  This study involved the 
routine approach to qualitative data analysis where data were coded into groups and 
themes in an effort to make sense out of the data.  The process of making meaning is 
when the researcher utilizes what they have seen and read and consolidates, reduces, and 
interprets that information to mark significance within it (Merriam, 2009).  
The data from the four open-ended items were hand-coded, structured, and 
classified using Microsoft Word for easy retrieval and accuracy during the qualitative 
analysis phase of the study.  Direct quotes from respondents contained misspellings, 
which were corrected upon reporting. Codes were inductive as they were established 
upon direct investigation of the data (Creswell, 2012).  Data analysis methods consisted 
of category construction where one key word or phrase was utilized in an attempt to 
identify reoccurring patterns in the data (See Appendix I).  Analytical coding was then 
employed to sort and group keywords or phrases together to create a list of phrases that 
allowed for the development of reoccurring themes within categories. The process of 
coding and categorizing revealed the following four themes, and the qualitative analysis 
overall is summarized in Table 12. 
1. Students revealed a variation in level of support among faculty when 
comparing success factors and seniority levels between the different programs.  
2. Support services and availability of resources were a concern of all doctoral 
students regardless of seniority level or program.  
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3. Perhaps related to Number 2 above, financing the doctoral degree was a focus 
for all students. 
4. The face-to-face residency component of each program is viewed as 
beneficial in preparing and motivating doctoral students, regardless of their 
program. 
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Table 12 
Qualitative Research Themes  
Success Factors and Themes Occurrences 
Individual Persistence  
Support 10 
Slow 8 
Resources 8 
Faculty 6 
Relationships  
Faculty 12 
Response 8 
Support 6 
Residency 6 
Program Culture  
Culture 9 
Faculty 8 
Support 8 
Atmosphere 6 
Dissertation Preparation  
Research  9 
Coursework 7 
Dissertation Preparation 6 
Faculty 5 
 
 Attributions related to relationships.  An emerging theme of faculty support 
and lack of support was consistent throughout the respondents’ answers when 
participating in the research question focused on relationships.  Another frequent theme 
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was the face-to-face residency component of the program.  A number of respondents 
reported that the faculty support within the institution was very helpful when asked, 
“What program characteristics have been most helpful in moving you towards 
graduation?”  Participant H suggested, 
Communicating with various professors who give an account of their 
experience.  Gaining written support from peers online.  Ease of online 
classes and positive pacing. 
 Participant S noted that support amongst faculty and an advisor was 
available, as long as the students are willing to reach out to them.  In response to 
the item asking about positive program characteristics, the student said, 
The supportive nature and open communication with faculty if the student 
is willing to reach out. 
An example of a second level of attribution reflected a somewhat different 
approach to interpreting communication and connectedness.  Participant V suggested, 
  Nothing stands out.  I have been pretty self-motivated the whole way 
through.  I was most happy when things were getting done on Flagship's 
end (I am getting ready to defend my dissertation). 
Finally, Participant O responded,  
 
 Had two previous chairs that were not very helpful.  Most recent 
chairperson quite easy to work with and enthusiastic on my success.  
Previous two chairs did not show concern if I graduated or not. 
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 The emerging theme of support in positive relationships was reflected more 
frequently within the preprospectus group when responding to the open-ended success 
factor question about relationships.  Participants in the preprospectus seniority group, 
who were in all programs except the DBA, gave positive attributions to support services 
in addition to their relationships, indicating a main reason for persisting in their 
programs.  Participants in the DBA were also the only students to mention the residency 
as an identifying factor of persistence after starting their prospectus.  Other institutional 
support factors such as the writing center, residency, and library were mentioned quite 
frequently in a positive manner when asked about relationships; whereas participants who 
had started the prospectus in all programs consistently mentioned the themes of support, 
faculty, and success negatively when reflecting upon their relationships within 
departments and with faculty amongst the institution.  For these participants, success was 
mentioned in a negative tone when describing relationships amongst different 
departments and faculty in regards to their overall persistence towards completion 
(Appendix J).    
 Attributions related to program culture.  Faculty support and overall 
availability of support services within the institution were among the top themes 
emerging under the success factor of program culture.  Participants that responded to the 
research question “How would you describe the doctoral program culture or atmosphere 
that you have experienced?” generated both different and similar themes between the two 
seniority levels.  Differences seemed to emerge from distinctive viewpoints and skills of 
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the participants.  Participants in the preprospectus group attributed negativity towards 
their experience related to their level of support by stating that, 
I would describe the atmosphere as lonely.  It is difficult to find consistent 
support throughout the program. 
Participant N also responded simply,   
Isolated. 
Conversely, many students did attribute positive reflections about the institutional and 
faculty support.  The majority of students in the preprospectus group strongly affirmed 
that they were highly supported.  Participant X stated, 
 It was a professional atmosphere.  Fellow colleagues were supportive and 
encouraging.  The energy was positive. 
Participant D also stated a positive response to support:  
The culture is fair and impartial to an extent.  I do feel that meeting people 
at residencies helped put a face on the program and gave me confidence 
that I could complete the program as I connected with my peers and felt I 
too was one of them. 
A theme that overlapped in both the prospectus and preprospectus seniority 
groups was that overall, the majority of participants thought that the program culture was 
professional, fair, and supportive.  Participants who had started the prospectus attributed 
the importance and role of faculty and staff more than the preprospectus group.  
Participant B from the prospectus group stated, 
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The faculty and staff are very helpful.  I feel valued and supported 
Another prospectus group participant, Participant U, reported,  
  Very supportive of the student.    
Participants who had started the prospectus in the DBA, PhD in Management, and 
EdD programs identified support, faculty relationships, and feelings of connectedness and 
support as factors contributing towards their persistence.  Participants who were in the 
preprospectus stage of these same programs; however, stated that they felt isolated, 
disconnected, and lonely.  In contrast, participants who were in the preprospectus phase 
of the PhD in Public Health, PhD in Psychology, and PhD in Education made the 
opposite attributions.  These participants identified that they felt a sense of 
professionalism, enjoyed the faculty, and felt connected throughout the preprospectus 
stage of their programs.  On the other hand, participants from these programs who had 
started the prospectus stated that they lacked a sense of support and connectedness once 
they had started their prospectus.  
The group of participants who declined to answer their seniority level within the 
program had the most negative comments out of all of the groups.  Reoccurring 
attributions from these two participants included negative feelings regarding time to 
completion, slow responses from faculty, and a lack of collaboration with faculty (See 
Appendix K).  
 Attributions related to individual persistence.  There are identifiable 
differences in attributions regarding individual persistence made by students based on 
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seniority level.  Individual persistence included support services, face-to-face residency, 
and speed of responsiveness.  Participants who had started the prospectus identified 
support services as their number one challenge in persisting through their program.  One 
post-prospectus student, Participant I, stated,  
I would have been done a lot sooner with quicker response time from an 
advisor and if I had been able to attend more residencies and 
ESPECIALLY if I could have worked with the writing center once a week 
instead of having to wait so long for appointments. 
Another post-prospectus student, Participant J, recalled similar challenges 
regarding support services for doctoral students, stating,  
 I think the lack of doctoral resources slows the process down.  Not having 
a writing team just for doctoral students and limiting it to 30 minutes 
sessions is troublesome.  I also think we should have started the 
prospectus much earlier. 
Conversely, students who had started the prospectus indicated that the face-to-
face residency provided a positive attribution towards individual persistence.  
Participant S stated,  
 The residencies have been helpful in face-to-face meetings with faculty.  It 
helps to put a name with a face. 
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In contrast, very few students in the preprospectus group identified faculty 
support as their number one challenge.  Pre-prospectus student, Participant G, 
lamented,  
 There are some inconsistencies in the way some instructors provided 
feedback.  Some were very specific with detailed responses while others 
were vague and less than helpful. 
Most other participants mentioned that they enjoyed working with their faculty 
members and reported a more positive experience, which was a consistent theme 
throughout the preprospectus group for all success factors.  Participant F 
responded:  
 I feel like the professors are very approachable. 
 The majority of the preprospectus participants who responded attributed 
faculty as their greatest factor in helping them persist through their program.  
Participants who had not yet started their prospectus in the PhD in Public Health 
and PhD in Public Policy programs attributed overall support as their main 
motivating factor.  For these participants, support was inclusive of many different 
departmental resources, as well as faculty.  
 Participants who had started their prospectus had similar responses within 
their programs; however, time and faculty response rates were negatively 
identified more often in the EdD and PhD in Management programs as compared 
to the other programs.  Participants who started their prospectus in the PhD in 
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Public Policy and PhD in Public Health programs identified the same factors as 
students who had not yet started the prospectus; attributions of support and 
resources as primary reasons for persisting and progressing through their 
programs.  Both the DBA and PhD in Psychology students who had started their 
prospectus attributed faculty as their main reason for persisting.  Interestingly, 
participants in both of these programs who had not yet started the prospectus 
chose not to attribute any reason for persistence or lack thereof (See Appendix L). 
Overall, participants responding to individual persistence reported that 
faculty responsiveness and timing of the face-to-face residency were the most 
important themes when considering individual persistence factors within their 
program.  Participants who had started their prospectus mentioned time as a 
struggle within some of the programs, while other programs identified a lack of 
support as their biggest hurdle during this phase in their program.  Participants in 
the majority of programs, who had not started the prospectus, felt that faculty was 
the number one identifiable reason for persisting. 
 Attributions related to dissertation preparation.  Although an important factor, 
the face-to-face residency component of a student’s program is not the only factor that 
impacts a prospectus level student’s persistence and success.  Participants who provided 
feedback for the open-ended question asking what could be emphasized or covered more 
thoroughly in their core program to better prepare them to complete their study were 
widely divided in their responses.  Students indicated that additional focus on coursework 
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and integration of research within their core coursework would have been helpful when 
transitioning to the dissertation phase of their program.  Some students indicated that an 
additional face-to-face residency should be required, while others wanted more on 
research statistics, design, and methodology.  To this end, Participant R suggested,  
A course or residency intensive that focused on how to develop an idea 
into a research project and examples of the steps to completing a proposal 
would have been helpful.  
Participant J stated:  
 There should be more time devoted to methodology and a mandatory 
second residency.  Residency within the first 3 months does not prepare a 
student for the scholarly project.  It should be later in the program. 
Students among all programs also frequently mentioned the timing of their topic 
development for their dissertation, and consistently referenced that they would have liked 
to have started their capstone study development sooner within their programs.  
Participant D shared,  
 I believe students need to start as early as possible on research questions.  
I wish that I received a bit more urgency earlier in the program and had 
been given coaching or mentorship earlier on.  It would have saved time 
and money later on in the process. 
Other students surfaced the need for more guidance in choosing a topic, but did not 
necessarily pinpoint timing as an issue.  Participant I discussed this related attribution,  
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I needed more help with choosing a dissertation topic, writing the problem 
statement, APA, paraphrasing, time management, & using KAMs to my 
advantage. 
Participant P suggested,  
 Mentorship should come before the work.  Just giving articles to review 
without guidance is not a best practice. 
Participants in all programs with the exception of the EdD, who had started the 
prospectus, mentioned coursework and research as their top struggles, while EdD 
participants emphasized methodology as particularly challenging.  In contrast, among the 
preprospectus students, only three programs were highlighted as needing help with 
dissertation preparation.  Participants in the EdD and PhD in Psychology programs stated 
that research was their most difficult challenge.  Participants in the PhD in Management 
program stated that preparing for the dissertation was the biggest concern (See Appendix 
M). 
Students identified student support services as their main concern when 
considering success factors in their doctoral programs.  Faculty response was attributed 
as challenging for both seniority groups and throughout all programs; however, students 
identified faculty relationships as one of the top reasons for their persistence through the 
program.  The face-to-face residency also surfaced as both a positive factor, as well as a 
factor for concern among doctoral students from both seniority levels when discussing 
persistence factors within their programs.  
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Conclusion 
This section outlined the research plan to compare four factors hypothesized as 
related to persistence of doctoral students across 11 academic programs to see if there 
was a difference between the academic programs based on seniority levels.  The 
quantitative and qualitative methods and procedures used to collect and analyze data for 
this study, as well as the rationale, and sampling methods were discussed.  The 
methodology section also presented a new instrument created for this study, the DCPS, 
and explained how the instrument was constructed using items from two previous 
research instruments that measure similar constructs.  Important to the methodology 
section is the principal research question, as well as the numerated supporting research 
questions, alternate, and null hypotheses.  The methodology was concluded with a 
discussion about the limitations, delimitations, and scope of the research.  
Overall, the themes that emerged from the coding analysis tied to the research 
questions and reflected students concerns regarding persistence within their programs.  
Themes identified in the data analysis included evidence of individual persistence factors 
attributing to overall persistence, evidence of challenging faculty responses, evidence of 
concerns of student support services, evidence of positive faculty relationships, and 
evidence of face-to-face residencies positive effects towards persistence.  Each theme 
contributes to an understanding of doctoral student persistence factors in an online 
institution.  The detail provided in the theme analysis added to my understanding of what 
success factors helped students persist in their online programs and affect their program 
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completion rates as outlined in research questions one and two.  The theme analysis also 
discovered factors related to a student’s ability to persist related to individual persistence, 
program culture, relationships, and dissertation preparation as noted in research questions 
three, four, five, and six.  The theme identification of this study provides details of this 
analysis and the association of each theme to the research questions.  
The development and use of the DCPS in this project study was intended to help 
clarify persistence and individual experience issues that may exist in the academic 
programs studied.  It is hoped that potentially identifying more efficient ways for the 
institution to allow doctoral students to persist and complete their programs can be 
identified and shared in the form of training, policy, and support structure 
recommendations aimed at improving doctoral student persistence and program 
completion. 
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Section 3: The Project 
Introduction 
The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to evaluate student persistence 
factors across doctoral programs in order to develop and recommend research-derived 
support structures to improve completion rates within the doctoral programs across the 
institution.  This section begins with a short description of the resulting project to 
improve doctoral completion rates, the project goals and objectives, and the research-
derived rationale for the project’s design.  Based on my research findings, a review of the 
literature related to approaches for increasing student persistence is followed by a 
discussion of the project implementation, which includes a more detailed description of 
the project, as well as the project evaluation plan. A discussion of the implications of the 
project, including the potential for influencing positive social change, concludes this 
section.   
In Section 2, the student-faculty relationship emerged as an important factor that 
seemed to influence doctoral student persistence.  The project genre chosen for this study, 
therefore, needed to be of a type that facilitated working with faculty to develop and 
implement strategies that promote the highest quality student-faculty relationships.  The 
project genre selected was professional development (PD) training with an overarching 
goal of sharing student observations with doctoral stakeholders.  For the purpose of the 
project, a doctoral stakeholder was defined as anyone with an interest in doctoral student 
90 
 
  
 
success.  Doctoral stakeholders, therefore, include faculty, administrators, leaders, staff, 
and doctoral students themselves.  
 This project was designed to share this study’s findings, including student 
observations, through a process that will support a collaborative communication process 
to assist in developing stronger student-faculty relationships between doctoral students 
and their faculty. The collaborative communication process is also a communication 
initiative that becomes a learning focus and desired outcome of the project. The delivery 
format and timeframe proposed for the project is face-to-face and in conjunction with 
residency meetings as a preresidency workshop for doctoral faculty, but would also allow 
for web-conferencing capabilities for those faculty who are not able to attend in person.  
A three-day project schedule was created to cover a combination of collaborative, as well 
as individual learning activities designed to develop, strengthen, and enhance both 
technological and communicative outreach strategies for the participants.  
The PD training project provided in Appendix A includes a series of presentations 
aligned with an overarching strategy to produce a collaborative communication initiative 
to address student success and persistence through the development of faculty-student 
relationships by using selected technological avenues. An important focus is the sharing 
of information about diverse communication avenues to potentially increase doctoral 
student persistence.  The project concludes with a presentation of online doctoral student 
persistence factor data and discussions of approaches for collaboratively constructing 
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pathways for increasing online student success through proactive communication 
outreach efforts using additional resources.   
Project Goals 
The overall goal of this project is to assist in increasing doctoral student 
persistence within Flagship University by enhancing the student-faculty relationship 
through proactive faculty communication.  The project is a three-day faculty development 
workshop that will include a variety of interactive sessions designed to encourage 
discussion and development of best practices, as well as action plans for implementing 
the best of what was learned.  A professional development curriculum was most 
appropriate for this project based on the responses from doctoral students’ focus on their 
need for an increase in quality of student-faculty relationships.  The overarching purpose 
of this project, therefore, is to provide faculty the opportunity to discuss and develop, 
strengthen, and enhance best practice ways to communicate with their students to create a 
more robust student-faculty relationship.   
The goals for this project include increasing awareness of persistence factors in 
online students, as well as encouraging collaborative dialogue between stakeholders 
about ways to increase doctoral persistence.  The project examines existing 
communication procedures and includes discussions of strategies to address research-
derived doctoral student concerns. It promotes faculty and administration involvement in 
the change process, so as to make faculty more likely to accept the proposed changes 
(DuFour, 2011).   Administrators, faculty, and institutional leadership have been included 
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as stakeholders because institutional change can only be affected if they support the 
initiative (Patria, 2012).  Each point at which a doctoral student has the opportunity to 
interact within university presents an opportunity for them to develop a relationship to 
support persistence and completion, which is why support services knowledge is part of 
the PD training. The support services that I identified include the university’s writing 
center, research center, residencies, financial aid office, library, academic advising, and 
career services center. 
Rationale 
The data analysis used that informed this program included quantitative and 
qualitative data provided by online doctoral student participants who were currently 
active within one of Flagship University’s online doctoral programs.  This information 
was combined with the findings of a literature review on the persistence of online 
students to form a basis for understanding and identifying the need for additional faculty 
interaction with students. This information was used to inform building more robust 
student-faculty relationships with the assistance from support services.  I designed this 
PD training project to interconnect the study’s findings and promote change in 
communication practices to improve doctoral student persistence.   
My research facilitated a better understanding of online learning experiences 
through the perceptions of online doctoral students, and guided my project development 
efforts aimed at enhancing outreach techniques from faculty to students.  These findings 
were used to identify a need for creating and maintaining effective student-faculty 
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relationships.  The research findings were also used to determine that a PD training 
initiative was the best choice to positively impact doctoral student persistence, and that 
this training should include faculty in order to achieve the best results.  An important 
aspect of this project is its creation of an opportunity for collegial dialogue focused on 
improving online doctoral student persistence amongst this stakeholder groups.  
Review of the Literature  
 The purpose of this literature review was to explore and synthesize current 
knowledge and best practice measures to enhance effectiveness of doctoral student 
outcomes for universities.  The review of literature was aimed at discovering action 
information related to the research findings.  Saturation was reached by consulting 
numerous databases including ERIC, ProQuest, Education Research Complete, and 
Google Scholar.  In this literature search, I studied terms in a progressive manner using 
Boolean terms; search keywords included faculty development, active learning, online 
training, change, change management, strategic change implementation, faculty-student 
relationship, education, higher education, doctoral student persistence, collaboration, 
learning community, online teaching strategies, social media in online teaching, 
graduate student, and distance education.  The literature selected for review, including 
peer-reviewed journal articles, were targeted within the time frame of the last five years.  
Change Management 
This study’s research results pointed to the need for discovering additional 
strategies intended to increase online doctoral student persistence and program 
94 
 
  
 
completion through the creation of more robust and meaningful student-faculty 
relationships and communication.  Qualitative participant responses suggested the need 
for communication enhancements and additional support services knowledge, as well as 
better avenues for building more robust and meaningful student-faculty relationships.  
When change is recommended, strategic planning can guide an institution’s members 
toward a mutual objective (Roberts, 2008).  Key theories in an organization’s change 
management can help in understanding the different contexts needed for schools to make 
successful changes for students and teachers (Barrett, 2012).  When a strategic plan is 
developed, it requires acceptance by the institution and requires contribution from 
stakeholders who embody the main parties within the institution.  However, resistance to 
change among stakeholders within higher education institutions is a challenge (Evans & 
Henrichsen, 2008; Taylor & Machado-Taylor, 2010; Wishart & Guy, 2009).  
Collaboration in change management strategies can be used as a systematic approach to 
guide faculty and students through a varied approach to teaching and communication 
(Quinn et al., 2012).  Transparent practices and good communication can provide 
reassurance for a supportive change process (Kim, 2011; Lawler & Sillitoe, 2010).  
Outlining strategic planning with deliberative thought for the organization’s overall 
policies and culture promotes acceptance throughout the institution and pushes back on 
this resistance to change (Taylor & Machado-Taylor, 2010).  Consequently, a universal 
viewpoint in emerging online communication and outreach strategies through a 
collaborative effort can position an institution for positive sustainable change. The 
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importance of updating and providing professional development training increases with 
the changing roles of faculty related to the pervasiveness of technologically facilitated 
instruction.  When institutions make the necessary resource investments that are required 
to maintain and support online programs, faculty and students thrive (Wolf, 2006).  With 
the continuous development of online programs, administrators need to address and 
provide adequate development programs to support the needs of faculty and students 
(Batts et al., 2010).  Commitment to faculty and student outreach in the area of diverse 
online communication strategies and pro-active outreach, it seems, would add to the 
institution’s overall value and program completion rates.    
Active Learning 
 Active learning is an important characteristic of online learning because it is often 
overlooked in an online classroom, but is still vital to students for content mastery and 
application in real world situations (Fischer, 2010; Hatfield, 1995; Kim, 2011; Siberman; 
1996).  The objective of active learning is to stimulate conversation around a lifetime of 
habits that effect a student’s education and allow for responsibility among each student 
towards successful completion (Hatfield, 1995).  Active learning methods and the 
promotion of integrating technology into eLearning has been found to improve student’s 
success and involvement (Pundak et al., 2010).  Collaborative learning is an active 
learning method that has benefits if implemented in a way that students perceive the 
benefit (Wolfe, 2012).  Students must be self-disciplined and work independently in an 
online class; however, incorporating active learning into the online classroom enhances 
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communication between the student and instructor (Wishart & Guy, 2009).  Educational 
blogs, amongst other social networking outlets, are popular and have a profound benefit 
on student’s engagement due to their increased cognitive and thinking levels 
(Jimoyiannis & Angelaina, 2012; Tucker, 2012).  Role-play is an active learning method 
in which students are provided with an experience that is as close to real as possible to 
understand methods of resolution through a collaborative approach (Rao & Stupans, 
2012).  Excellence in online instruction was discussed by expanding on the implications 
of instructors attempting to use the same teaching methods in a distance-learning 
environment as they would in a face-to-face classroom (Boettcher & Conrad, 2010; 
Edwards et al., 2011).  Lan and Lin (2011) found that student’s learning performance 
improved significantly when students perceived usefulness form web-based learning 
environments that had question-posing activities.  Mezirow’s (1991) transformational 
learning theory challenged the thought that adults only use their past experiences to shape 
their current experience.  Knowles (1973, 1980) similarly advocated that adult learners 
need to understand why change is necessary and developed six core learning principles 
for adult learners: (a) the need for learner’s to know, (b) the self-concept of learners, (c) 
past experiences of learners, (d) learners’ readiness to learn, (e) learner’s orientation to 
learning, and (f) the motivation of learners to learn.  Instructors are faced and challenged 
with discovering how to utilize new methods of instruction, as well as acceptable 
communication styles to reach their students in this ever-changing online environment, 
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processes that affect the overall effectiveness of online learning (Barrett, 2010; Stavredes, 
2011).  
Student-Faculty Relationship 
 Many researchers have identified the student-faculty relationship as an important 
variable in the overall success of students within their academic programs (Hagenauer & 
Violet, 2014; Hewitt & Forte, 2006; Kuhn et al., 2015; Metzger et al., 2010).  Students 
favored their student-faculty relationship at a higher level when faculty initiated more 
frequent outreach, than when they only conducted outreach in a reactive way (Woods, 
2002).  When online communities begin to complement existing channels for student-
faculty relationships, higher levels of participation surface with stronger degrees of 
satisfaction with their learning experience (Hewitt & Forte, 2006).   
When students and faculty participate in online social networks, the traditional 
student-faculty relationship can become stronger, but also can become blurred (Metzger 
et al., 2010).  A student may have enhanced performance and an overall higher quality of 
academic experience if this relationship is bounded appropriately (Metzger et al., 2010; 
Shaw, 2014).  Higher education institutions have spent a great deal of effort and funding 
on research towards improvement in retention and persistence, but there is still too littler 
information on the specific factors, such as the student-faculty relationship, that relate 
directly to the greatest gain in a student’s academic path (Fike & Fike, 2008; Lan & Lin, 
2011; Shaw, 2014).  Nonetheless, academic success in an online environment can be 
enhanced through a strong student-faculty experience (Gallen & Oomen-Early, 2008; 
98 
 
  
 
Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Palloff & Pratt, 2003).  Students who were provided more 
personalized and frequent feedback from their instructor were identified as having higher 
satisfaction and stronger academic performance within their online classroom (Gallen & 
Oomen-Early, 2008).  Strong, positive student-faculty relationships, along with adopted 
innovative approaches to teaching, play a crucial role in the overall success and 
continuation of a student’s online academic path (Clark et al., 2014; Hoffman, 2014; 
Kuhn et al., 2015; Wood & Ireland, 2014).     
Online Faculty Development 
Theory and practice in using technology to enhance learning is imperative for a 
faculty member to be successful in their online classroom, and instructors’ use and ability 
to use technology is a crucial benefit in their courses (Beck & Grieve, 2008).  As colleges 
and universities grow their online programs, institutional leadership needs to recognize 
that effective improvement plans for online faculty is vital to the quality of student 
learning and program improvement (Herman, 2012).  Many faculty members align their 
own teaching model with how they were educated; however, fewer faculty members have 
distance education experience as an instructor or student (Holmes et al., 2010; 
McQuiggan 2012).  Faculty need to become keenly aware of their personal ability to use 
technology and they need to be able to pursue students that are having issues with the 
course content so that they can help them prior to falling too far behind (Beck & Grieve, 
2008).   
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Professional development is critical in the transition to teaching online for faculty; 
along with the impact this development has on the learning experience for online students 
(Vaill & Testori, 2012).  Faculty development experiences allow for suggestions to be 
shared that can be applied to benefit future course and self-development of other faculty 
(Henning, 2012).  Technologies are transforming the landscape of learning as 
instructional and educational designers update systems to take advantage of technological 
advances (Visser & Visser-Valfrey, 2008).  Establishing and documenting best practices 
can provide a prescription for online instructors at higher education institutions to obtain 
the understanding and abilities needed to improve their online teaching and 
communication, which in turn, allows them to become more effective within online 
learning environments (Gorsky & Blau, 2009; Stanovich & Stanovich, 2003; World 
Health Organization, 2009).  Werner (2013) suggested that faculty development sessions 
may be more beneficial when held in student support centers, such as a writing center, to 
enhance collaboration and knowledge amongst attending faculty.  In summary, it seems 
crucial for online faculty to possess expertise with the important learning technologies 
they utilize, and be able to identify alternative ways of communication based on their 
current student population. 
The ubiquitous reach of technology has changed distance and higher education 
institutions, and will continue to shape the way that students learn in the future 
(Clevland-Innes & Garrison, 2012).  Prensky (2001) suggested that in some cases, the 
online classroom is not currently being taught by those people that are running it. Rather, 
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sometimes it is the other way around; students are running the classroom due to their 
superior working knowledge of technologies involved.  In turn, the online systems and 
their environments are designed to support the learning goals of the education programs 
cocreated by students and their faculty.  The more proficient students and faculty are at 
using the technology and systems, the freer they are to cocreate and pursue meaningful 
learning goals related to their education programs. 
Nontraditional students are navigating away from email, which is causing higher 
education institutions to rethink their online academic communication strategies 
(Kolowich, 2011).  Effective teaching includes and encourages active learning, provides 
prompt feedback, encourages contact between faculty and students, and cultivates a 
mutual benefit and collaboration among students (Chickering & Gamson, 1991).  
Keeping online students on track through pro-active means of communication is one key 
factor towards student retention (Keengwe, 2014).  According to Johnson et al. (2012), 
faculty are often reluctant to design and teach online higher education courses due to 
anxiety in relation to their technological skills.  Faculty-student interaction through a 
variety of different technological avenues is the foundation of building lasting student-
faculty relationships that have meaning and encourage students to persist through their 
programs (Rogers, 2014; Stein et al., 2013).  With a balance of autonomy and support, 
faculty development sessions have resulted in a higher overall satisfaction rating by 
students (deNoyelles et al., 2012).  These effective teaching, technology, and 
communication principles need to be applied and enforced by online faculty so that they 
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can learn the importance of incorporating new technology into their communication 
strategies, and also to continue to be effective at enhancing learning and relationship 
building in online classrooms.   
Instructor presence and response times are among the key barriers that continue to 
divide exemplary online instructors from sub-par instructors (Edwards et al. 2011; 
Gorsky & Blau 2009; Roblyer et al. 2008; Stein & Wanstreet 2013).  Students have 
defined excellent instructor characteristics as the ability to motivate the students that 
excel, while also finding the ability to facilitate an effective online classroom 
environment (Vitale, 2010).  Online students are often most satisfied when there is a nice 
blend of organization within the classroom, and availability of faculty, support, and 
resources (Calderon et al., 2012).  Similarly, Williams (2012) mentioned that with the 
decentralized structure that plague many universities, it is imperative that online faculty 
incorporate student services knowledge into their development plans to provide a 
seamless online student experience.   
Multiple methods of motivation and inclusivity are needed for dealing with 
difficult students in an online classroom, in which an instructor must have multiple ways 
to motivate and communicate to achieve a connection with all students in the course 
(Fisher, 2010; Kim, 2011; Xie, Debacker, & Ferguson, 2006).  By having faculty 
participate in the creation of their own student communities and effectively utilizing 
technological applications for communication and participating in meaningful faculty 
development initiatives, online faculty can develop a better understanding of their 
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student’s perspectives, as well as collaborate more effectively with other faculty members 
in their pursuit of education best practices.   
Online forums present a way for faculty to develop and discuss their strategies, as 
well as interact in the same format that online students do (Brooks, 2010).  According to 
Hara (2010), encouraging a course where instructors talk about meaningful learning 
experiences facilitates more communication where others are able to share similarly 
meaningful experiences.  The discussion of meaningful experience and related learning, 
therefore, is less likely when faculty members are less communicative.  Rausch and 
Crawford (2012) discussed the use of a cohort learning model to encourage students 
towards program completion, as well as assist in building a bond between faculty and the 
student community.  Faculty is encouraged to create a learning community characterized 
by active engagement through diverse means of technology for all participants.  Through 
this creation, faculty will be able to further develop themselves using active 
communication outreach efforts to create and build more robust student-faculty 
relationships (Rogers, 2014; Stein et al., 2013).   
A considerable challenge in the online classroom is the ability to find the right 
balance of authority while not impeding learning (Hara, 2010).  Professional 
development programs are critical for enabling instructors to stay up-to-date with 
changes implemented to achieve new and better methods for organizing the online 
environment and teaching (Howard & Taber, 2010; Joyce & Calhoun, 2010; 
Wlodskowski, 2008).  According to Kelly (2012) some students will challenge the 
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authority of faculty; however, these times can provide valuable learning scenarios that 
facilitate growth for both students and faculty.  For learning to occur during these 
challenging scenarios, it is important that faculty encourage positive and proactive 
communication amongst the entire group (Kelly).  Faculty development training, 
therefore, should offer faculty participants the opportunity to create ways to identify 
struggling students, promote positive and active communication, and emphasize 
communication best practices for helping the diverse population of today’s online 
learners. Finally, shrinking institution budgets and learning resources sometimes create 
barriers to professional development training (Sprouse, Ebbers, & King, 2008).  In 
conclusion, it seems that targeted and well-designed professional development training is 
essential to help educators develop, strengthen, and enhance their knowledge of distance 
learning communication tools and instructional methodologies to increase student 
persistence towards program completion.   
Implementation  
Project Description 
The feedback offered by participants in this study pointed to the need for 
enhancements to existing practices that include adopting more proactive and diverse 
communication with faculty.  In their feedback, students referred to their faculty 
relationships as a positive persistence factor, while support services was generally 
described as lacking.  By combining support services knowledge in the PD for faculty, 
students may be more encouraged to communicate with their faculty and persist longer 
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within their respective programs.  These observations provided a starting point for a 
project to enhance communication strategies that address online doctoral student 
persistence and program completion. The principal variables and focus of the project, 
based on research findings and review of literature, are provided in Table 13.  
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Table 13 
Significant Research Findings and Project Foci 
Proposed Initiative Research-Derived  Project-Based Supports 
Quantitative Findings  
Individual Persistence ü 	  
Student Relationships  
Program Culture  
Dissertation Preparation  
Qualitative Attributions  
Individual Persistence ü 	  
Relationships ü 	  
Program Culture ü 	  
Dissertation Preparation  
By providing a proactive plan of outreach from faculty, and allowing for 
enhanced support services knowledge, faculty can strive to build more effective 
relationships while also providing an additional outlet for support questions.  Faculty can 
act as support liaisons between support services departments and students, while 
continuing to encourage a robust student-faculty relationship.  Based on my data analysis, 
the faculty-student relationship was an important factor in student persistence; thus, the 
PD provides an intentional outreach protocol focused on helping faculty provide the 
highest level of personalized communication for each student.     
Potential Resources and Existing Supports 
Implementing this PD training and its embedded communication initiative 
supports the institutional goal to increase doctoral student persistence towards program 
106 
 
  
 
completion. By integrating communication strategies through diverse technology outlets, 
faculty can develop, strengthen, and enhance their confidence towards cultivating 
student-faculty relationships.  Based on my review of literature, it appears that all faculty 
would benefit from the recommended PD training, regardless of their tenure with the 
institution, based on the strong focus on diversifying communication strategies.  One way 
to control costs would be to extend currently scheduled doctoral residencies, while also 
providing a web-based training option for faculty that could not physically attend the 
session.  This would allow for doctoral faculty who participate in residencies to cut down 
on additional travel costs by simply extending their original stay by an additional three 
days.  The web-based version could be recorded during the synchronous PD training 
sessions and be available on-demand for quick reference for future training of additional 
faculty.   In the following sections, I discuss potential resources, existing supports, 
potential barriers, a proposal for implementation, and the responsibilities of the 
researcher. 
Potential Barriers 
Leadership approval, associated with the training, timing and format of the 
sessions, and overall collaborative efforts are all potential barriers for the proposed 
faculty professional development training.  Another potential barrier would be the refusal 
of institutional leadership to provide the funding needed to conduct the faculty 
development training in person as well as in an online format.  With many faculty 
members being adjunct, the need for alternative formats, such as on-demand or 
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synchronous webinars, would be necessary to provide a better opportunity for the entire 
faculty to attend.  By adding a web-based format for training, additional barriers may also 
include the cost associated with specialized staff and technology.    
Proposal for Implementation and Timetable 
Implementation of this project could take six months to a year to obtain 
appropriate approvals and funding.  I will present the written project and faculty PD 
training to stakeholders during the institution’s annual leadership conference.  I will 
discuss the research findings and the reasons behind the development of the project, and 
if approved, the project should be ready to implement and launch no later than six months 
after the annual leadership conference, where I intend to propose the training.   
Roles and Responsibilities of Researcher and Others  
My role in the implementation of the faculty development training will be to 
provide the first series of annual training sessions to establish the foundation for the 
institution’s training department, based on my research findings.  The responsibilities of 
the student for this project will not change.  Students will continue to focus on their 
academic knowledge, scholarly research skills, and persistence within their program.  The 
involvement of faculty in communication should coincide with the student’s daily 
academic responsibilities and enhance their viewpoint of the student-faculty relationship.  
Academic leadership of the institution plays an essential role in the faculty training 
implementation process, as they would approve the funding needed for appropriate staff 
and technology.   
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For the initial implementation, faculty participation in this project is voluntary. At 
the end of each PD training session, faculty would be presented with a certificate of 
completion that they could potentially use for their annual employee appraisal.  It is 
anticipated that faculty who are registered for a doctoral residency will be able to adjust 
their travel days to accommodate the concurrent PD training; however, if faculty is 
unable to attend, they can participate in individual synchronous sessions or review the PD 
training on-demand upon completion of the live session.     
For the inaugural year, I would conduct the first round of PD training sessions, 
while cotraining with a member of the institutional training department.  Upon 
completion of the inaugural year sessions, the intent would be to transition all training 
responsibilities to the institutions training department for the future.  
Project Evaluation  
 An on-going evaluation of this project will be comprised of a daily evaluation 
after every training session (see Appendix A), as well as a comprehensive evaluation at 
the end of the three-day PD training. These daily evaluations will be conducted using 
different technology resources that were discussed during the daily session, and will be 
comprised of five-questions, with the first question being a quantitative, Likert-scaled 
evaluation of the overall training, and the other questions being open-ended for faculty 
comments.  The comprehensive PD evaluation will be conducted via the website Survey 
Monkey utilizing a specific link provided at the end of day three where faculty will be 
asked to give their feedback on the overall PD training.  The data from the evaluation will 
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reside on the Survey Monkey server for up to five years, where historical data related to 
the project will be available for longitudinal analysis.  
 The goal-based evaluation plan will be used upon conclusion of the faculty 
evaluation data analysis to provide further insight into the effectiveness of the faculty PD 
training project on doctoral student persistence towards completion among all programs.  
The open-ended questions of the PD evaluation will allow for institutional leadership to 
gain an in-depth understanding of the thoughts, questions, and concerns that faculty have 
regarding the effectiveness of the overall training.  By using a longitudinal model for 
keeping data in Survey Monkey, future institutional trainers will be able to modify the 
PD training as needed, based on yearly comparisons of the data.  
The evaluation and design of future PD training will be in direct response to 
feedback provided by faculty on the overall PD evaluations.  Kirpatrick (1994) identified 
five levels of evaluation for professional development that include reaction of 
participants, learning of participants, support and change of the organization, the use of 
skills and knowledge of participants, and outcomes focused on student learning.  The 
evaluations from each daily training session, as well as the overall evaluation, will focus 
on these five levels of evaluation of professional development.  The evaluations will be 
the same for each training session and the online faculty members will be asked the 
following:  
1. Overall, how would you rate this training? (1: lowest 9: highest) 
2. What did you learn from this training?  
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3. What were you hoping to learn that you did not?  
4. How will you implement what you have learned in this training in your online 
classroom?   
5. How can we improve this training?  
After collecting feedback, the data will be shared with leadership and faculty to 
identify successes and potential for project improvement.  After completion of the 
inaugural year, I will conduct an assessment to identify likes, dislikes, and suggested 
areas of improvement based on faculty feedback for the individual sessions, as well as the 
overall PD training.   Faculty attendance will be tracked for all sessions to be used for 
overall longitudinal data analysis, and will be compared to student graduation rates of 
programs to determine overall effectiveness of the implementation.   
Implications Including Social Change 
Professional development training for online faculty is an important resource that 
is usually required by higher education institution accrediting agencies.  Although there 
are many institutions that provide faculty development, the enforcement and tracking of 
professional development training is inconsistent (Maring & Koblinsky 2013).  The 
professional development training proposed in this study would be significant for faculty 
with diverse ways to remain current with the latest means of communication by using 
diverse technology outlets and potentially enhancing the student-faculty relationship.  By 
enhancing the student-faculty relationship through proactive communication strategies in 
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the project, students may be more likely to persist and complete their programs and be 
able to impact their communities to effect social change upon graduation.   
Local Community  
This project may have an encouraging influence on the local community by 
helping increase the amount of doctoral students completing their programs.  Upon 
completion of their doctoral programs, students will have an opportunity to positively 
impact their communities and promote positive social change by implementing the 
knowledge that they have gained through their approved dissertations and doctoral 
projects.   It is hoped that through the PD training contained in Appendix A, faculty will 
improve communication with their students and be able to enhance the student-faculty 
relationship to help students persist in their programs and complete them, so that 
graduates can meaningfully participate in and positively impact their local communities.  
Far-Reaching  
Doctoral graduates within a discipline positively affect the communities within 
which they work.  As children grow, they are looking to adults as role models to 
determine their paths in life; thus allowing the continuation of the positive social change 
cycle to continue through scholarly academic pursuits and community involvement often 
demonstrated by people who have earned a doctoral degree.  Once graduates leave their 
community, they will have positively impacted many members of their previous 
community who may be inspired and motivated to continue to do positive work, as well 
as continue to research new ways to solve community problems.   
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Conclusion 
  In this mixed-methods research study, I gathered quantitative and qualitative 
responses from 31 online students at an online university.  The methodology used in the 
study allowed an investigation of the success factors contributing towards persistence in 
online courses.  The results of the study will help inform stakeholders of relevant factors 
affecting persistence, and will provide a framework for further research and training.  My 
goal through the project was to increase the awareness of doctoral student persistence to 
help improve doctoral completion rates.  The professional development training project 
resulting from this study succinctly outlines the key issues and suggests engaging the 
institutions’ stakeholders collectively to further explore facets of online persistence and 
program completion to improve overall student success.  In Section 4, I outline the 
strengths and limitations of this project study, along with my reflections as a scholar and 
possible avenues for future research.  
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 
Introduction 
In this section, I share my reflections on the project in general, my development 
as a scholar, implications of the project for positive social change, as well as my 
recommendations for PD training to increase communication and doctoral student 
persistence.  My passion for student success fuels my desire to understand persistence 
through a wider lens.  I designed this study to better understand the online doctoral 
student’s perspectives and experiences. The PD curriculum suggested from this research 
will extend the tradition of improvement within higher education at Flagship University.  
My self-analysis emerged from my experience as a scholar-leader in higher education.   
Project Strengths 
 One project strength is its grounding in Knowles’ adult learning theory, which 
states that adults are self-directed and have vast experiences appropriate to their approach 
to problem-centered learning (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005).  Additionally, the 
project is strengthened by the face-to-face format through which faculty development 
will be pursued.  This face-to-face format will build upon online training already 
conducted by Flagship University and facilitate additional collaboration and support 
through new technologies within the classroom environment.  A synchronous webinar 
will also be available during the sessions, and recorded for later viewing by attendees and 
other faculty. The recommended seminar environment supports a variety of learning 
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styles and encourages collaboration among participants using a variety of learning 
activities, as suggested by Caffarella (2010).   
Recommendations for Limitations and Alternative Approaches 
 This professional development project is limited by scheduling challenges and 
sustainability concerns.  Although research supports the importance of PD training for 
online faculty (Howard & Taber, 2010; Joyce & Calhoun, 2010; Wlodskowski, 2008), the 
rapid evolution of technology will impact the rate of modification that future training 
would need in order to continue to be effective; therefore, alternative approaches such as 
monthly faculty webinars that are optional and focus on a variety of different topics 
relating to technology will be necessary. These webinars would provide an adequate 
timeframe for new technologies to be discovered and tested, as well as for faculty to have 
a forum for problem troubleshooting that they have encountered with their students.   
According to the Pew Research Center (2010), project adaptability to demonstrate 
the most current use of technology is impacted by the quickness in which technology is 
changing, similar to the rapidness to which students switched from email to text 
messaging or social media as their preferred communication.  Any training project for 
online doctoral faculty requires continuous adjustments to keep up with changes in 
technology adaptations in the doctoral programs since the online doctoral programs are 
conducted using technology. Many of these updates would be addressed within the 
optional monthly sessions for faculty.  The PD training will need to be evaluated and 
updated rapidly in order to keep up with the rapid evolution of technological resources 
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available; therefore, the resources and knowledge of the current training staff have a 
strong potential to limit the sustainability of PD training as well.  
Scholarship and Project Development 
I have added deeply to my personal understanding of student persistence in 
doctoral programs through this research project and study.  The literature search revealed 
themes that aligned with those found in this project study.  The themes reflected in this 
study’s findings were also identified in the scholarly literature.  Applying those themes 
through the PD project is intended to cross-pollinate what I have learned about doctoral 
student persistence in an online institution and promote increasing persistence and 
completion of doctoral students across the institution.  
The design of the project required an assessment of the audience, potential 
distribution methods, and identification of the project’s purpose.  The audience included 
online doctoral faculty from Flagship University. The institution’s overall goal embraces 
student success and persistence through enhanced learning practices and policies.  
Although the audience reveals a unique perspective and bias, the increased understanding 
of these groups will enhance the ability for student persistence to potentially increase; 
thus, it is hoped, increasing program completion rates.   
This journey has allowed me to discover and assess scholarly resources, which are 
essential in identifying the validity and the worth of the information presented in a 
research paper.  In my doctoral coursework, I learned how to assess references by 
exploring the expertise, bias, precision, and effectiveness, and whether the reference was 
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peer-reviewed.  My proficiencies as leader in higher education will be improved through 
the scholarly voice and objectivity developed throughout this process. What I learned was 
that my personal experiences, while valuable, are enhanced through incorporating peer-
reviewed perspectives that balance my natural biases.  The consumption of scholarly 
resources using fundamental research principles helps the leader-scholar by providing 
multiple, research-derived perspectives to inform important decisions.  
Another significant feature of being a scholar is the development of a capability to 
integrate material with ideas that provide rationale for researching the problem.  
Synthesizing the research literature brings the research problem to life by grounding it in 
the broader context of theory and scholarly inquiry.  Through writing my doctoral 
capstone research, I am learning to write more critically, constructively, and more 
purposefully. During my coursework, I learned the important aspects of scholarly writing, 
honed through the research project.  Most of all, I have learned that becoming a proficient 
scholar is an emerging process of study and practice, facilitated and encouraged through 
the collaborative process of working with good colleagues; in this case, supportive and 
caring faculty.   
Leadership and Change 
Leaders within higher education, who implement a focused approach to change 
guided by a clear and ubiquitous vision, should engender a greater consciousness and 
enthusiasm, especially when working on real problems informed by accurate data.  
Outstanding leadership is characterized by transparency and attempts to help solve local 
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problems.  While some of the community may resist any change, leaders are encouraged 
to engage in brainstorming and critical thinking that will lead to prominence and 
obligation to the solution of those local problems.  The significance of collaborative 
environment surpasses the tiered structure of many institutions and permits more focus on 
the project advantages that can create change amongst the retention efforts of the 
institution.  
Reflection of Importance of Work 
 I chose this topic for research because I am passionate about it and desire to be 
involved in furthering the quality of online education.  In order for online faculty to be 
successful and effective, it is important that they are proficient and enhancing their 
knowledge of communication and technology through professional development and 
training activities.  My doctoral studies and this capstone project have expanded my 
understanding of the online learning platform and the multifaceted needs of the online 
learner, especially pertaining to doctoral students.  The exploration originating from this 
study has allowed for advancement in my ability to participate in scholarly discourse with 
my peers.  I have also developed a new appreciation for continuous feedback from my 
colleagues and employees, both formative and summative, to continue to guide my 
development and effectiveness as a practitioner.   
This project study presented the chance to improve my critical thinking skills, 
including the nuances of scholarly reading and writing, and the mechanics of conducting 
mixed-methods research.  I accessed peer-reviewed literature that permitted me to 
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construct the study within a theoretical framework, as well as deduce the preliminary 
assumptions of the problem I chose to study.  The research project was developed 
through finding relevant literature, and then critically reading and synthesizing research 
articles to apply theories and themes that materialized from the collective body of work.  
This research project has added to my growth as a scholarly researcher.  
The challenge as a project developer was to select a suitable project genre to 
connect the research problem, purpose, methodology, and findings of my research study 
to the pertinent audiences while encouraging them to address research-based factors that 
contribute to doctoral student persistence.  The first step of the process was to pinpoint 
stakeholder audiences.  In turn, I acknowledged three distinct groups, including (a) 
faculty, (b) staff, and (c) administrators.  While I perceived a common goal of improving 
persistence and completion, the three groups define their roles in diverse ways.  
Administrators may describe student persistence as an institutional goal while faculty and 
staff may focus on the aspect of programs, practices, and pedagogy.  Based on my 
findings, faculty development training is an appropriate goal for all three groups, 
especially when considering the high demands on time and physical resources.  
Professional development training requires a clear and detailed presentation of the 
research outcomes and communication strategy towards improving the student-faculty 
relationship.  With limited time and resources, gathering faculty just a few days before 
they are scheduled to attend a residency, or through an online webinar method, will 
facilitate the ideal environment to communicate ways to leverage diverse technologies 
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with the goal of increasing the student-faculty relationship.  To answer this challenge, I 
have developed a professional development curriculum based on my research findings.  
The Project’s Potential Impact on Social Change 
The prominence of this project study and its related research is exposed in the 
implications not only for doctoral student success, but also persistence leading towards 
degree completion.  The accomplishment of degree completion provides both a corridor 
for economic confidence, and motivation for other family members to follow academic 
achievements.  Successful program completion also positions students, as prosperous 
scholars, leaders, and graduates, to support their local communities through more 
substantive involvement and enhanced economic status.  A successful graduate may also 
be empowered to add to positive social change by giving back to their communities as a 
positive role model with enhanced self-confidence and credentials.  The project also has 
the advantage of enhanced affiliations with colleagues and the community at large.  
Concern for the success and wellbeing of students serves to advance the image of the 
institution and also associations between the institution and the community.  These 
positive relationships can reassure potential students to move forward towards their 
academic goals.  Students should be assured that faculty, staff, and administrators work 
collaboratively towards their success in every facet of their college experience.  
Educators can assist and guide students more effectively towards achievement of their 
academic goals as a team than if they work through isolated efforts.   
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Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research 
Professional development for online faculty is a requirement that is usually 
recommended or required by the institution’s accrediting agency.  Professional 
development, therefore, is both an obligation and a necessity that is critical for making 
online programs and faculty successful.  The project study provides evidence to the 
online community from a perspective not previously explored.  Many individual and 
small group efforts have tried to address persistence in face-to-face programs, but have 
not explored online programs.  This project provides a research-based method to explore 
and understand doctoral student persistence and program completion in online programs.  
Although the sample size was small, the study is significant and unique for focusing on 
online doctoral students.  The problem would benefit from future research that aims to 
identify the unique needs of particular groups within the population of online doctoral 
students.  The process and results of this mixed-methods study provide an initial step for 
studying doctoral student persistence in online programs.  Quantitative research could 
more accurately evaluate hypotheses related to doctoral student persistence using the 
survey instrument created in this study with a larger sample size. Future research on this 
topic would benefit from improving the processes and instrument initially employed here.  
Conclusion 
 In this mixed-method study, I collected data from 31 doctoral students from an 
online university.  The small sample allowed for a surface level snapshot of the barriers 
and success factors that may influence persistence in online doctoral students.  The 
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results of the study will help inform stakeholders, and along with the research 
discoveries, provide a framework for further research.  In Section 4, I have outlined 
potential limitations of the project study.  In addition, specific recommendations for 
additional research have been recommended.  With the increase in online learning 
programs, further research is needed to learn more about the persistence factors 
associated with doctoral students in online learning environments. Additional mixed-
methods research will provide a more comprehensive understanding with a larger student 
sample size and potentially be more impactful on identifying additional ways to 
strengthen the faculty-student relationship in other online universities.  
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Professional Development Training Program 
 
A three-day training for online doctoral faculty on enhancing and implementing 
communication strategies through the use of technology 
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Introduction 
The goal of this professional development (PD) training program is for online 
doctoral faculty to participate in an interactive process to enhance their knowledge and 
skills for communicating with students in an online learning environment.  The PD 
training program focus is on enhancing current technological skills, and identifying 
student-faculty best practices of communication to create a framework for a professional 
foundation of organizational communication. The purpose of the three-day training is to 
guide faculty in planning and implementing communication best practices within their 
online classrooms to be used towards enhancing the overall student-faculty relationship. 
The target audience for this training is doctoral faculty at Flagship University. Further, 
the participants will gain knowledge about how to continue the professional growth 
through the use of technology to be used towards an overall institutional goal of 
increasing persistence among all programs.    
 The learning objectives associated with this project are:  (a) identify best practices 
in online education with respect to: student to teacher interaction, communication, and 
interactivity, (b) understand the mechanisms used to provide timely feedback and 
proactive communication, and (c) apply and enhance best practices to online student 
communication.   
 The project was created by identifying a project concept map from a project 
concept outline, and then adding a variety of activities, small group work, assessments, 
and group discussion over the course of the three-day training workshop.  The project is 
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designed to be a fun, interactive method to share new ideas and brainstorm best practices 
within the online classroom environment.   
 
The Project Timeline 
 
 This project contains curriculum for three days of training. The curriculum will 
provide professional development for faculty following the timeline below.  
• Day 1: Introduction & Issues 
• Day 2: Communication & Technology	  
• Day 3: Support & Transformation 	  
Materials Required 
Faculty will be required to attend with the following:  
• Smartphone, Laptop, or Tablet with wireless capabilities 
• Positive attitude and willingness to learn new things	  
PD Training Schedule 
Day 1: Introduction & Issues (9:00am – 5:00pm) 
 
8:15 am – 8:45 am:    Registration and Breakfast 
8:45 am – 9:30 am:    Welcome and Introduction to Training 
    Learning Objectives:  
1. Identify best practices in online education 
with respect to: student to teacher 
interaction, communication, and 
interactivity  
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2. Understand the mechanisms used to provide 
timely feedback and proactive 
communication 
3.  Apply and enhance best practices to online 
student communication. 
9:30 am – 11:30 am:  The Critical Role for Faculty in Transforming 
Higher Education for Doctoral Education in Online 
Institutions: Review of Research study 
11:30 am – 12:00 pm:  Open Discussion: How do Distance Learning and 
Face-To-Face classes differ? How are they 
similar? Handout1  
12:00 pm – 1:00 pm:    Keynote Lunch: Sharing with Past Doctoral Students 
1:00 pm – 2:30 pm:  Quality Issues in Distance Learning at our 
Institution 
2:30 pm – 2:45 pm:   Break 
2:45 pm – 4:45 pm: Support Transformation Plan: Increasing Doctoral 
Student Persistence 
4:45 pm – 5:00 pm:    Closing – Standards of Good Practice Handout2 
Day 2: Communication & Technology (9:00am – 5:00pm) 
8:15 am – 9:00 am:  Breakfast Small Group Discussion; facilitating 
discussion groups; evaluation of contributions; 
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Providing Feedback (How do we effectively and 
proactively communicate and connect with our 
students in an online environment?) 
9:00 am – 9:45 am:  Interactive Distance learning Exercises that Really 
Work Handout3 
9:45 am – 11:00 am:  Enhancing Online Communication:  Survival Tips  
11:00 am – 12:00 pm:  Understand the timing involved in providing 
effective feedback  
12:00 pm – 1:00 pm:    Lunch 
1:00 pm – 3:30 pm:  Strategic Outreach: Establishing and Incorporating 
Standards of Good Practice for Distance Learning 
Communication 
3:45 pm – 4:45 pm:    Group Communication Plan Preparation Handout4 
4:45 pm –5:00 pm:  Closing: Support Services and Pro-Active 
Communication Handout5 
Day 3: Support & Transformation (9:00am – 6:00pm) 
8:00 am - 9:00 am:  Breakfast Show and Tell: Support Services Treasure 
Hunt Handout6 
9:00 am – 11:30 am:    Support Services Presentations 
11:30 am – 12:00 pm:   Adobe Connect: Never Lose Touch Handout7 
12:00 pm – 1:00 pm:  Networking Lunch: Lunch with Support Service 
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Directors 
1:00 pm – 2:30 pm:    Assessment through Many Means Handout8&9 
2:30 pm – 3:00 pm:    Break 
3:00 pm – 4:45 pm:  Support Transformation Plan/ Conference Recap: 
What Did We Learn? Handout10 
4:45 pm – 6:00 pm:  Session Closing Q&A/ Track Certification 
Ceremony 
157 
 
  
 
Professional Development Training Slides 
Day 1: Introduction & Issues 
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Day 3: Support & Transformation 
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Handouts 
Day 1 Handout 1: Online versus Face-to-Face Students 
Skill/Topic/Benefit/Concern/Etc – To be filled in by 
faculty audience Online 
Face-to-
Face Both 
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Day 2 
Handout 3 
 
ACTIVITY: 
• Each small group will take this time to prepare for a 10-15 minute 
presentation on one of the following:  
o Twitter/Chat 
o Facebook/Google Community 
o Instagram/Snag-It 
o YouTube/Vine  
o Skype/FaceTime 
• The presentation should include:  
o Features 
o Benefits 
§ Student 
§ Faculty 
§ Institution 
o Favorite aspect of it 
o When/Where you will incorporate into your classroom 
Handout 5 
ACTIVITY:  
• This evening create a Vine video describing what you learned today 
o Remember, Vine is a looping video, so have fun and be creative! 
o Be creative!  
o Use #FacultyDevelopmentTraining 
o Search for other faculty’s video’s and Like your favorite ones! 
Day 3 
Handout 6 
 
ACTIVITY: 
• Presenter will ensure there is one laptop per table. Each table will have assigned 
seating. Participants will be assigned one of the following Scavenger Hunts: 
o Research Center 
o Writing Center 
o Library/EBSCOHost 
o Google Plus 
• Participants will have the entire breakfast hour to work with their table and 
complete their assigned task.  
• Each participant will be provided the link to the activity to use with their students 
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Research Center 
APA Overview and Scavenger Hunt 
 
This activity will familiarize you with the APA resources. 
 
 
Reference Entries 
 
• There is a basic format to APA reference entries, but the specifics will 
change based on the type of source you are using (i.e., a book versus a 
journal article). To help you learn the nuances of how to cite different 
types of sources, find our common reference entry examples, writing 
out the example we have for the content on an organization’s website. 
 
Bookmark this page on your Internet browser so you can use it as you write. 
 
• You have used a book called Global Health: An Introduction by Kevin 
Crack in your literature review.  You note that it was published by 
Routledge in Abingdon, UK, in 2000.  Format a reference list entry for 
this source below. Consult the Writing Center website for examples if 
you get stuck. 
 
• You are trying to help a classmate edit her reference list, and you notice 
she has written the entry below for a journal article.  Correct and rewrite 
the entry (and tell her how to find an article’s doi). 
 
Stew, M. (7 August 2015). “Electronic Records,” in Journal of Legal.  Volume 2, 
Issue 4.  (pg. 49-56). 
 
• In your course you have viewed a Laureate-produced video called 
“Management: Employees Succeed,” the third part of a series called 
Theory Management.  You can’t locate a date the video was produced.   
 
Locate the appropriate page on the Writing Center’s website for citing online 
videos, and format a reference list entry below. 
 
Bookmark this page on your Internet browser so you can use it as you write. 
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• APA uses what is called a hanging indent. Find out how to set a hanging 
indent in your reference list.  
 
Practice adding a hanging indent to a previous paper or a draft you are currently 
writing. 
 
 
Citations 
 
1. APA uses the author and publication year for citing sources within the body of 
your paper. Find the two different ways you can format your citation within a 
sentence using the author name “Straw” and the publication year “2010,” listing 
them here. Consult the Writing Center website for examples if you get stuck. 
 
2. You are trying to decide which way to cite the following quotation from page 
1263 of Mayd, Gibson, and Maryland’s 2012 article “Empowerment—  Fab?? A 
Multilevel Review of the Past Two Decades of Research.”: “psychological 
empowerment has been operationalized within the literature”. Write two 
sentences incorporating the direct quotation in different ways. Use correct 
APA citation style in each example.  
Consult the Writing Center website for examples if you get stuck. 
 
3. APA allows students to replace some surnames in citations with “et al.,” meaning 
“and others.” Find APA’s rules about when you can use “et al.” and use them 
to create a first and second citation of an article by Lange  and Torgeson 
published in 2000. You are quoting from a passage that appeared on page 8, as 
well as a passage on page 11.   
Consult the Writing Center website for examples if you get stuck. 
 
Formatting 
• Using templates to write your papers will help make formatting your paper 
per APA much easier. We have many different templates for students in 
different programs. Find the template that is appropriate for your 
program and assignments.  
 
Once you have found the template, download it to your desktop so you can easily 
access it every time you work on an assignment. 
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• APA’s heading rules are very specific regarding capitalization, as well as 
formatting. If you were writing a paper titled “Leadership Practices of 
Faculty” with the following heading levels, how would you capitalize 
and format them in your paper? 
 
Consult the Writing Center website for examples if you get stuck. 
 
Faculty job satisfaction [Level 1 heading] 
Mentorships—[Level 1 heading] 
Formal mentoring—[Level 2 heading]  
Informal mentoring—[Level 2 heading] 
Barriers to mentoring—[Level 1 heading] 
Empowering mentorship—[Level 1 heading] 
Conclusion—[Level 1 heading] 
References 
 
• APA’s rules also address writing style. Although there are many of these 
rules, common errors students make concern capitalization, numbers, and 
serial commas. Fix the following sentences for these APA style rules. 
Consult the Writing Center website for examples if you get stuck. 
• Tinto’s Social Learning Theory incorporates modeling as one of its 
foundations. 
• The employer surveyed 3 of his employees, asking that they respond within 
two days. 
• Based on these theories, instruments and variables, I was able to pose specific 
research questions. 
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Google Plus 
 
Complete the following tasks:  
a. Create a community 
b. Introduce Yourself and create a profile 
c. Post a link 
d. Invite students/colleagues 
e. Post a message 
f. Respond to another person’s post 
g. Input a picture for your community 
h. Download the Google Plus App on your phone/tablet 
i. Create a question and take a poll from your community members 
j. Be able to explain what a Hangout and Circle is 
 
http://www.google.com/intl/en_us/+/learnmore/features.html 
 
Handout 7: 
Adobe Connect 
• Each faculty member will be asked to sign up for a Demo webinar: 
http://www.adobe.com/cfusion/event/index.cfm?event=detail&id=2457281&loc=
en_us  
• Use Adobe Connect to not only reach out proactively to your students, but also to 
your fellow colleagues 
o Monthly: Utilize this tool to have monthly calls with other faculty in your 
school to discuss best practices, get advice on tough situations with 
students 
o Quarterly: Connect with faculty at Flagship University, as well as 
academic advising, library, research center, writing center, student support 
team, and residency team to share and communicate best practices and 
concerns that are lingering amongst students 
 
Handout 8:  
Twitter Poll 
• Twitter poll  –  
o What is your current outreach strategy?  
o Is it working?  
o What type of feedback have you received from your current students 
through end-of-semester evaluations?  
o How many graduates have you had in your program?  
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o How many students are you currently overseeing?  
o What stage of their dissertation/doctoral study are they in?  
Handout 9:  
Community Polling Activity 
 
Activity:  
1. Create a poll (either twitter/google) 
Find another faculty member that is not in your current school and work together to 
create at least 2-3 other polls that will work amongst both of your schools students.  
 
2. Create a Google Community for your Class 
o Post a picture of yourself 
o Create a 2 minute welcome video and post to your community 
o Invite other faculty at your table to your community  
o Have them comment on your video  
3. Find an inspirational quote and post to Instagram 
o Create a Hashtag  
o Post hashtag and Instagram link in your community 
4.  Create a poll in your community 
o Ask members whether they like your picture 
5.  Ask community members to take a selfie and post to your community with a thumbs 
up or thumbs down to whether they are having fun 
 
Handout 10: Small Group Activity 
ACTIVITY: 
• Each small group will take this time to prepare for a 10-15 minute 
presentation on one of the following:  
o Twitter/Chat 
o Facebook/Google Community 
o Instagram/Snag-It 
o YouTube/Vine  
o Skype/FaceTime 
• The presentation should include:  
o Features 
o Benefits 
§ Student 
§ Faculty 
§ Institution 
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o Favorite aspect of it 
o When/Where you will incorporate into your classroom 
Handout 11: Certificate of Completion 
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Project Evaluation Plan 
 
1. Overall, how would you rate this training? (1: lowest 9: highest) 
__1 
__2 
__3 
__4 
__5 
__6 
__7 
__8 
__9 
2. What did you learn from this training?  
 
3. What were you hoping to learn that you did not?  
 
4. How will you implement what you have learned in this training in your online 
classroom?   
 
5. How can we improve this training?  
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Appendix B: Permission Letter From Dr. James Varney 
Subject : Re: Permission Request to use Doctoral Program Components Scale 
Date : Wed, Nov 27, 2013 02:07 PM CST 
From : James Varney <jvarney@aurora.edu>  
To : Carissa Johnson <carissa.johnson1@waldenu.edu>  
Hi Carissa, 
  Yes you may use components of my doctoral Program Components scale in your 
dissertation.  I am glad you can use it to further your study.  Please keep my appraised of 
your progress and please do persist! 
Dr. Varney 
 
From: "Carissa Johnson" <carissa.johnson1@waldenu.edu> 
To: jvarney@aurora.edu 
Cc: "carissa johnson1" <carissa.johnson1@waldenu.edu> 
Sent: Monday, November 25, 2013 5:52:00 PM 
Subject: Permission Request to use Doctoral Program Components Scale 
  
Greetings Dr. Varney,  
  
I am a current doctoral student at Walden University and am requesting permission to 
utilize a portion of your Doctoral Program Components Scale for my study. I am 
conducting a study to identify doctoral student persistence factors and see if there is a 
relationship between the persistence factors and program completion rates. I have 
attached the Abstract of my study for your review. 
  
If you have further questions or concerns, please feel free to reach out to myself or my 
chair at: 
  
carissa.johnson1@waldenu.edu 
richard.hammett@waldenu.edu 
  
Thank you for your consideration, 
  
Carissa Johnson 
 
 
Dr. Jim Varney 
Associate Professor 
203 
 
  
 
Chair of Undergraduate Elementary Education Initial Licensure Program 
Kappa Delta Pi Counselor 
School of Education, Aurora University, Institute 222B 
347 S. Gladstone, Aurora, IL 60506 
1-630-844-4572  jvarney@aurora.edu 
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Appendix C: Permission Letter From Dr. Michelle Brown (Stallone) 
 
Subject : RE: Permission Request to use Doctoral Student Experience Questionnaire 
Date : Mon, Nov 25, 2013 06:05 PM CST 
From : Michelle Brown <Michelle.Brown8@xxxu.edu>  
To : Carissa Johnson <carissa.johnson1@waldenu.edu>  
  
Greetings Carissa, 
Yes, you have my permission to use the Doctoral Student Experience Questionnaire. 
From your abstract, it sounds like you’re planning a very interesting study. I look forward 
to reading it. Best of luck in your endeavors! You have an excellent chair guiding your 
journey. 
Warm regards, 
 Michelle 
   Michelle Brown 
Core Faculty and URR 
   361.207.5018 (central time) 
   michelle.brown8@xxxu.edu 
From: Carissa Johnson [mailto:carissa.johnson1@waldenu.edu]  
Sent: Monday, November 25, 2013 5:49 PM 
To: Michelle Brown 
Cc: carissa.johnson1@waldenu.edu 
Subject: Permission Request to use Doctoral Student Experience Questionnaire 
Greetings Dr. Stallone, 
I am a current doctoral student at Walden University and am requesting permission to 
utilize a portion of your Doctoral Student Experience Questionnaire for my study. I am 
conducting a study to identify doctoral student persistence factors and see if there is a 
relationship between the persistence factors and program completion rates. I have 
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attached the Abstract of my study for your review. 
If you have further questions or concerns, please feel free to reach out to myself or my 
chair at: 
  
carissa.johnson1@waldenu.edu 
richard.hammett@waldenu.edu 
Thank you for your consideration, 
Carissa Johnson 
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Appendix D: Description of Variables 
Doctoral Completion and Persistence Scale (DCPS) Item Characteristics 
Number Name Type Coding 
1 Age Categorical 4 Categories 
2 Gender Categorical 2 Categories 
3 Ethnicity Categorical 4 Categories 
4 Academic Program Categorical 9 Categories 
5 Employment Categorical 3 Categories 
6 Student Status Categorical 3 Categories 
7 Academic Term Categorical 6 Categories 
8 Ind01 Likert Normal 
9 Cult01 Likert Normal 
10 Relat01 Likert Normal 
11 Diss01 Likert Normal 
12 Ind02 Likert Reverse 
13 Cult02 Likert Reverse 
   (Table Continues) 
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   (Table Continued) 
Number Name Type Coding 
14  Relat02 Likert Normal 
15 Diss02 Likert Reverse 
16 Ind03 Likert Reverse 
17 Cult03 Likert Normal 
18 Relat03 Likert Reverse 
19 Diss03 Likert Normal 
20 Ind04 Likert Reverse 
21 Cult04 Likert Reverse 
22 Relat04 Likert Normal 
23 Diss04 Likert Reverse 
24 Ind05 Likert Normal 
25 Cult05 Likert Reverse 
26 Relat05 Likert Reverse 
27 Diss05 Likert Reverse 
   (Table Continues) 
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   (Table Continued) 
Number Name Type Coding 
28 Ind06 Likert Reverse 
29 Cult 06 Likert Normal 
30 Relat06 Likert Reverse 
31 Diss06 Likert Reverse 
32 Ind07 Likert Reverse 
33 Cult07 Likert Reverse 
34 Relat07 Likert Normal 
35 Diss07 Likert Normal 
36 ProgCult Qualitative Open-Ended 
37 ProgChar Qualitative Open-Ended 
38 ProgExp Qualitative Open-Ended 
39 DissPrep Qualitative Open-Ended 
Note.  Variable name abbreviations are (a) Ind = Individual Persistence,  
(b) Cult = Academic Program Culture, (c) Rela = Relationships, (d) Diss = dissertation 
preparation, (e) ProgCult = Program Culture Experience, (f) ProgChar = Program 
Characteristics Experience, and (g) ProbExp = Overall Program Experience.  Normally 
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scored Likert items are coded 4-0 and reverse scored items are 0-4. 
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Appendix E: DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Individual Persistence by Program 
Degree Program N M SD Min Max 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) 3 3.7143 .75593 3.14 4.57 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 8 3.3750 .63401 2.14 4.14 
PhD in Education 1 2.8571 N/A 2.86 2.86 
PhD in Management 4 2.8571 .53452 2.29 3.57 
PhD in Psychology 7 3.3469 .59964 2.57 4.14 
PhD in Public Health 5 2.9143 .73955 2.00 4.00 
PhD in Public Policy 3 3.1429 .51508 2.71 3.71 
Total 31 3.2212 .62905 2.00 4.57 
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Appendix F: DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Relationships by Program  
Degree Program N M SD Min Max 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) 3 3.7143 .37796 3.29 4.00 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 8 3.0714 .62968 2.14 4.14 
PhD in Education 1 3.8571 N/A 3.86 3.86 
PhD in Management 4 2.5000 .24744 2.29 2.71 
PhD in Psychology 7 3.0612 .82831 1.86 4.14 
PhD in Public Health 5 3.2857 .52489 2.71 3.71 
PhD in Public Policy 3 3.0952 .43644 2.71 3.57 
Total 31 3.1198 .63685 1.86 4.14 
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Appendix G: DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Program Culture by Program 
Degree Problem N M SD Min Max 
Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 3 4.4286 .65465 3.71 5.00 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 8 3.8750 .39998 3.43 4.57 
PhD in Education 1 4.1429 N/A 4.14 4.14 
PhD in Management 4 3.6429 .37796 3.14 4.00 
PhD in Psychology 7 3.9388 .51413 3.43 4.57 
PhD in Public Health 5 3.8000 .74642 2.86 4.43 
PhD in Public Policy 3 4.0952 .29738 3.86 4.43 
Total 31 3.9309 .50692 2.86 5.00 
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Appendix H: DCPS Descriptive Statistics for Dissertation Preparation by Program 
Degree Program N M 
 
SD 
 
Min Max 
Doctor of Business Administration 
(DBA) 3 3.9524 .67512 3.43 4.71 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 8 3.3750 .75569 2.57 5.00 
PhD in Education 1 4.2857 N/A 4.29 4.29 
PhD in Management 4 2.6786 .24398 2.43 3.00 
PhD in Psychology 7 3.9796 .59148 3.14 4.57 
PhD in Public Health 5 3.3714 .64365 2.43 4.00 
PhD in Public Policy 3 3.9524 .32991 3.57 4.14 
Total 31 3.5622 .71422 2.43 5.00 
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Appendix I: Success Factor Themes Overall  
Table I1 
Student Relationships 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Faculty 9 3 12 
Response 6 2 8 
Residency 3 3 6 
Support 4 2 6 
Research 1 3 4 
Writing  2 2 4 
Process 3 0 3 
Motivation 1 2 3 
Concerns 0 1 1 
Success 0 0 0 
 
Table I2 
Dissertation Preparation 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Research 7 2 9 
Coursework 6 1 7 
Dissertation  6 0 6 
Motivate 4 1 5 
Prepare 2 2 4 
Faculty 3 1 4 
Writing 4 0 4 
Residency 2 0 2 
Content 1 1 2 
APA 1 1 2 
Guidance 1 0 1 
Methodology 1 0 1 
Proposal 1 0 1 
Table I3 
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Program Culture 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Culture 6 3 9 
Faculty 5 3 8 
Support 4 4 8 
Atmosphere 3 3 6 
Faculty 3 1 4 
Respond 1 2 3 
Helpful 3 0 3 
Feedback 2 1 3 
Professional 2 1 3 
Motivate 2 0 2 
Expectation 2 0 2 
Difficult 1 1 2 
Positive  1 1 2 
Staff 1 0 1 
Confidence 1 0 1 
Connected 1 0 1 
Advisor 1 0 1 
Structure 1 0 1 
Engage 1 0 1 
Exciting 1 0 1 
Interesting 1 0 1 
Informative 1 0 1 
Stressful 0 1 1 
Beneficial 1 0 1 
Respectful 0 1 1 
Disconnect 0 1 1 
Lonely 0 1 1 
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Table I4 
Individual Persistence 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Support 6 4 10 
Slow  6 2 8 
Resources 5 3 8 
Faculty 3 3 6 
Debt 2 0 2 
Residency 2 1 3 
Prepare 1 1 2 
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Appendix J: Relationship Themes by Program and Seniority Level 
Table J1 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA)   
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Faculty 2 0 2 
Response 1 0 1 
Residency 2 0 2 
Support 1 0 1 
Research 1 0 1 
Writing  1 0 1 
Process 1 0 1 
Motivation 0 0 0 
Concerns 0 0 0 
Success 0 0 0 
    Table J2 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 
  
   
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Faculty 1 2 3 
Response 0 1 1 
Residency 1 1 2 
Support 2 1 3 
Research 0 0 0 
Writing  1 1 2 
Process 0 0 0 
Motivation 0 0 0 
Concerns 0 0 0 
Success 0 0 0 
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Table J3 
PhD in Education     
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Faculty 0 1 1 
Response 0 1 1 
Residency 0 1 1 
Support 0 1 1 
Research 0 0 0 
Writing  0 0 0 
Process 0 0 0 
Motivation 0 0 0 
Concerns 0 0 0 
Success 0 0 0 
     
Table J4 
PhD in Management 
    
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Faculty 1 0 1 
Response 1 0 1 
Residency 0 0 0 
Support 0 1 1 
Research 0 0 0 
Writing  0 1 1 
Process 1 0 1 
Motivation 0 0 0 
Concerns 0 0 0 
Success 1 0 1 
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Table J5 
PhD in Psychology     
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Faculty 2 0 2 
Response 1 0 1 
Residency 1 1 2 
Support 5 0 5 
Research 0 1 1 
Writing  0 0 0 
Process 2 1 3 
Motivation 1 0 1 
Concerns 0 0 0 
Success 1 1 2 
    Table J6 
PhD in Public Health     
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Faculty 2 1 3 
Response 0 0 0 
Residency 0 0 0 
Support 1 1 2 
Research 0 0 0 
Writing  0 0 0 
Process 1 0 1 
Motivation 1 2 3 
Concerns 0 0 0 
Success 1 0 1 
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Table J7 
PhD in Public Policy     
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Faculty 1 0 1 
Response 1 0 1 
Residency 0 0 0 
Support 0 0 0 
Research 0 1 1 
Writing  0 0 0 
Process 0 0 0 
Motivation 0 0 0 
Concerns 0 0 0 
Success 0 0 0 
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Appendix K: Program Culture Themes by Program and Seniority Level 
Table K1 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Culture 0 0 0 
Faculty 1 0 1 
Support 1 0 1 
Atmosphere 0 0 0 
residency 1 0 1 
Respond 0 0 0 
Helpful 0 0 0 
Feedback 1 0 1 
Professional 0 0 0 
Motivate 0 0 0 
Expectation 0 0 0 
Difficult 0 0 0 
Positive  0 0 0 
Staff 1 0 1 
Confidence 1 0 1 
Connected 1 0 1 
Advisor 0 0 0 
Structure 0 0 0 
Engage 0 0 0 
Exciting 0 0 0 
Interesting 0 0 0 
Informative 0 0 0 
Stressful 0 0 0 
Beneficial 0 0 0 
Respectful 0 0 0 
Disconnect 0 0 0 
Lonely 0 0 0 
Isolated 0 0 0 
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Table K2 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Culture 3 0 3 
faculty 0 1 1 
Support 1 1 2 
Atmosphere 1 0 1 
Faculty 0 0 0 
Respond 2 0 2 
Helpful 0 0 0 
Feedback 1 0 1 
Professional 0 0 0 
Motivate 1 0 1 
Expectation 1 0 1 
Difficult 0 0 0 
Positive  0 0 0 
Staff 0 0 0 
Confidence 0 0 0 
Connected 0 0 0 
Advisor 1 0 1 
Structure 0 0 0 
Engage 0 0 0 
Exciting 0 0 0 
Interesting 0 0 0 
Informative 0 0 0 
Stressful 0 0 0 
Beneficial 0 0 0 
Respectful 0 0 0 
Disconnect 0 1 1 
Lonely 0 1 1 
Isolated 0 0 0 
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Table K3 
PhD in Education 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Culture 0 1 1 
Faculty 0 0 0 
Support 0 0 0 
Atmosphere 0 0 0 
Faculty 0 0 0 
Respond 0 1 1 
Helpful 0 0 0 
Feedback 0 0 0 
Professional 0 0 0 
Motivate 0 0 0 
Expectation 0 0 0 
Difficult 0 0 0 
Positive  0 0 0 
Staff 0 0 0 
Confidence 0 0 0 
Connected 0 0 0 
Advisor 0 0 0 
Structure 0 0 0 
Engage 0 0 0 
Exciting 0 0 0 
Interesting 0 0 0 
Informative 0 0 0 
Stressful 0 0 0 
Beneficial 0 0 0 
Respectful 0 0 0 
Disconnect 0 0 0 
Lonely 0 0 0 
Isolated 0 0 0 
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Table K4 
PhD in Management 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Culture 1 0 1 
Faculty 1 1 2 
Support 1 0 1 
Atmosphere 1 0 1 
Faculty 0 0 0 
Respond 0 1 1 
Helpful 0 0 0 
Feedback 0 0 0 
Professional 0 0 0 
Motivate 0 0 0 
Expectation 0 0 0 
Difficult 0 0 0 
Positive  0 0 0 
Staff 0 0 0 
Confidence 0 0 0 
Connected 0 0 0 
Advisor 0 0 0 
Structure 0 0 0 
Engage 0 0 0 
Exciting 0 0 0 
Interesting 0 0 0 
Informative 0 0 0 
Stressful 0 0 0 
Beneficial 0 0 0 
Respectful 0 0 0 
Disconnect 0 1 1 
Lonely 0 0 0 
Isolated 0 1 1 
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Table K5 
PhD in Psychology 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Culture 0 0 0 
Faculty 2 0 2 
Support 3 0 3 
Atmosphere 0 0 0 
Faculty 0 0 0 
Respond 0 0 0 
Helpful 0 0 0 
Feedback 0 0 0 
Professional 2 1 3 
Motivate 0 0 0 
Expectation 1 0 1 
Difficult 0 0 0 
Positive  0 1 1 
Staff 0 0 0 
Confidence 0 0 0 
Connected 0 1 1 
Advisor 0 0 0 
Structure 1 0 1 
Engage 0 1 1 
Exciting 1 0 1 
Interesting 1 0 1 
Informative 1 0 1 
Stressful 0 0 0 
Beneficial 0 0 0 
Respectful 0 0 0 
Disconnect 0 0 0 
Lonely 0 0 0 
Isolated 0 0 0 
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Table K6 
PhD in Public Health 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Culture 1 1 2 
Faculty 1 1 2 
Support 1 0 1 
Atmosphere 2 0 2 
Faculty 0 0 0 
Respond 0 1 1 
Helpful 1 0 1 
Feedback 1 1 2 
Professional 0 1 1 
Motivate 0 0 0 
Expectation 1 0 1 
Difficult 1 0 1 
Positive  0 0 0 
Staff 0 0 0 
Confidence 0 0 0 
Connected 0 0 0 
Advisor 0 0 0 
Structure 0 0 0 
Engage 0 0 0 
Exciting 0 0 0 
Interesting 0 0 0 
Informative 0 1 1 
Stressful 0 0 0 
Beneficial 0 0 0 
Respectful 0 0 0 
Disconnect 0 0 0 
Lonely 0 0 0 
Isolated 0 0 0 
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Table K7 
PhD in Public Policy 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
Culture 0 0 0 
Faculty 0 0 0 
Support 0 0 0 
Atmosphere 0 0 0 
Faculty 0 0 0 
Respond 0 0 0 
Helpful 1 0 1 
Feedback 0 0 0 
Professional 0 0 0 
Motivate 0 0 0 
Expectation 0 0 0 
Difficult 0 0 0 
Positive  1 0 1 
Staff 0 0 0 
Confidence 0 0 0 
Connected 0 0 0 
Advisor 0 0 0 
Structure 0 0 0 
Engage 0 0 0 
Exciting 0 0 0 
Interesting 0 0 0 
Informative 0 0 0 
Stressful 0 0 0 
Beneficial 0 0 0 
Respectful 0 0 0 
Disconnect 0 0 0 
Lonely 0 0 0 
Isolated 0 0 0 
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Appendix L: Individual Persistence Themes by Program and Seniority Level 
Table L1 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
support 1 0 1 
slow  0 0 0 
resources 0 0 0 
faculty 1 0 1 
debt 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
prepare 0 0 0 
    Table L2 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
support 0 1 1 
slow  2 0 2 
resources 2 0 2 
faculty 1 2 3 
debt 1 0 1 
residency 0 1 1 
prepare 0 1 1 
 
Table L3 
PhD in Education 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
support 0 0 0 
slow  0 0 0 
resources 0 0 0 
faculty 0 1 1 
debt 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
prepare 0 0 0 
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Table L4 
PhD in Management 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
support 0 0 0 
slow  1 0 1 
resources 0 0 0 
faculty 0 1 1 
debt 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
prepare 0 0 0 
    Table L5 
PhD in Psychology 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
support 1 0 1 
slow  2 0 2 
resources 0 0 0 
faculty 4 0 4 
debt 1 0 1 
residency 1 0 1 
prepare 1 0 1 
    Table L6 
PhD in Public Health 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
support 1 1 2 
slow  0 0 0 
resources 1 1 2 
faculty 0 0 0 
debt 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
prepare 1 0 1 
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Table L7 
PhD in Public Policy 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
support 1 1 2 
slow  1 0 1 
resources 0 0 0 
faculty 0 0 0 
debt 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
prepare 1 0 1 
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Appendix M: Dissertation Preparation Themes by Program and Seniority Level 
Table M1 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
research 1 0 1 
coursework 1 0 1 
dissertation  0 0 0 
motivate 0 0 0 
prepare 0 0 0 
faculty 1 0 1 
writing 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
content 0 0 0 
APA 0 0 0 
guidance 0 0 0 
methodology 0 0 0 
proposal 0 0 0 
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Table M2 
Doctor of Education (EdD) 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
research 1 1 2 
coursework 0 1 1 
dissertation  1 0 1 
motivate 0 0 0 
prepare 1 0 1 
faculty 0 0 0 
writing 1 0 1 
residency 1 0 1 
content 1 1 2 
APA 1 1 2 
guidance 1 0 1 
methodology 2 0 2 
proposal 1 0 1 
 
Table M3 
PhD in Education 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
research 0 0 0 
coursework 0 0 0 
dissertation  0 0 0 
motivate 0 0 0 
prepare 0 0 0 
faculty 0 0 0 
writing 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
content 0 0 0 
APA 0 0 0 
guidance 0 0 0 
methodology 0 0 0 
proposal 0 0 0 
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Table M4 
PhD in Management 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
research 1 0 1 
coursework 1 0 1 
dissertation  1 1 2 
motivate 1 0 1 
prepare 1 1 2 
faculty 0 1 1 
writing 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
content 0 1 1 
APA 0 0 0 
guidance 0 0 0 
methodology 0 0 0 
proposal 0 0 0 
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Table M5 
PhD in Psychology 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
research 1 1 2 
coursework 2 0 2 
dissertation  1 1 2 
motivate 0 0 0 
prepare 1 1 2 
faculty 0 0 0 
writing 1 0 1 
residency 2 0 2 
content 0 0 0 
APA 0 0 0 
guidance 0 0 0 
methodology 0 0 0 
proposal 1 0 1 
    Table M6 
PhD in Public Health 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
research 1 0 1 
coursework 2 0 2 
dissertation  1 0 1 
motivate 0 0 0 
prepare 1 0 1 
faculty 0 0 0 
writing 0 0 0 
residency 1 0 1 
content 1 0 1 
APA 0 0 0 
guidance 1 0 1 
methodology 0 0 0 
proposal 1 0 1 
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Table M7 
PhD in Public Policy 
Key Word Started Prospectus Pre Prospectus Total Occurrences 
research 1 0 1 
coursework 0 0 0 
dissertation  0 0 0 
motivate 0 0 0 
prepare 0 0 0 
faculty 0 0 0 
writing 0 0 0 
residency 0 0 0 
content 0 0 0 
APA 0 0 0 
guidance 0 0 0 
methodology 0 0 0 
proposal 0 0 0 
 
 
